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Book two in the Three Wishes series

He’s got a second chance to prove that he can give her what she needs…and that he never stopped loving her. This time, it’s forever.

 

It wasn’t hard for Bailey to come up with a birthday wish. The fantasy—to be used for the pleasure of others—has lived in her head since college, when she and her boyfriend Nash had planned to fulfill it together. But he broke her heart, and eight years later the fantasy remains unfulfilled. For Bailey, that’s just about long enough, and her thirtieth birthday seems like the perfect time to correct that.

 

But she needs someone who knows her, someone she can fully trust, to help her make it happen. And there’s only one person she can think of who fits that bill.

 

Nash has one regret in his life—that his fear cost him the only woman he’s ever loved. He’s spent the last eight years hoping for a second chance with Bailey. In the last few years they’ve become friends again, giving him cautious hope that he might one day get it. But he never thought it would come like this.

 

Bailey insists it’s just sex, no matter how much her heart is telling her otherwise. But for Nash, it’s his second chance. Maybe if he can give Bailey the thing she wants most—and show her he never stopped loving her—he’ll earn back the happily-ever-after he so foolishly threw away.

 




Dedication

I wrote this one for me, because I’m selfish like that.
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A man deserves a second chance, but keep an eye on him. ~John Wayne

 

 

 




Chapter One

Bailey Pachis was so relaxed she was practically a puddle. A warm, smooth, fragrant puddle of soft skin and loose muscles that had become one with the massage table under her. She’d probably need to be peeled off it at some point, like wax left out in the hot sun too long, but that was a problem for future Bailey. Present Bailey was too busy being stroked and rubbed and massaged into bliss by a beautiful woman to worry about such matters.

It was, unfortunately, non-sexual bliss, but beggars couldn’t be choosers.

Music was playing, Stevie Nicks’ husky, dreamy voice soaring over soft guitars, and the vanilla scent of the candles she’d lit mixed with the almond of the massage oil, making her think of cake. She’d order some later, she promised herself, and grunted when strong hands, slick with oil, stroked firmly down her forearm.

“Too much, honey?” Marissa—the aforementioned beautiful woman, masseuse extraordinaire and Bailey’s new favorite person—asked softly. 

Pushing through the thick fog of relaxed pleasure—seriously, it felt like she didn’t have bones anymore—Bailey roused herself enough to respond. “No, it’s good,” she mumbled and tried to sink back into her massage-induced languor. 

She was almost there when the clatter of the door opening pierced the dreamy guitars, and voices not nearly as melodic as Stevie’s rang out. 

Bailey sighed. “Shit.”

“Everything okay?” Marissa asked, her magic fingers pausing.

“It’s fine,” Bailey said, determined to block out the intrusion. The massage was almost over, and she wanted to savor every last moment of it. “You can keep going.”

The magic fingers resumed, and Bailey tried to get back into the pleasure-fog. But Chloe was talking, and Gwen was laughing, and one of them dropped something that hit the marble floor so loud it could’ve woken the dead, and with a curse Bailey gave up.

“You assholes are ruining my birthday massage,” she called out, and opened one eye to glare past Marissa at her friends standing in the foyer of the hotel suite.

Chloe looked pretty and cool in a pair of pink shorts and a white tank top that showed off a faint tan that added a golden glow to her usually pale skin. She wore her blonde hair in a pixie cut, which needed a trim, and Bailey made a note to get her into the salon in the next week or so. Maybe she could finally convince Chloe to add some color to the blonde. A strong pink, or maybe a summer-sky blue to match the eyes currently wide with surprise.

She stepped forward into the living room of the suite, eyeing the table set up in front of the enormous fireplace where Bailey currently lay face up under a sheet. “We get massages? Cool.”

“I’m getting a massage,” Bailey corrected while Marissa, a smile on her truly stunning face, continued to stroke her arm. “You’re not.”

Chloe’s expression went mulish. “How come?”

“Because you had sex.”

Gwen, a head taller than Chloe with thick chestnut hair pulled back in a neat tail and no tan to speak of, gamely turned a laugh into a cough, brown eyes dancing behind her glasses.

Chloe shot her a glare, then jutted her chin at Bailey. “You don’t know that.”

“You have beard burn on your neck.”

Chloe slapped a hand over her neck. “I do not.”

“Other side,” Gwen advised.

Chloe’s cheeks turned pink under her tan. “What if it was bad sex?”

“It wasn’t bad sex,” Bailey said while Gwen snorted. “You never have bad sex. That’s why, if you weren’t my best friend, I would hate you.”

“It could have been bad sex,” Chloe insisted, stubborn to the last.

“Why don’t I just call Jesse and Knox to verify that,” Gwen offered, and Marissa, who like a true professional had been pretending to be invisible during the exchange, froze.

“Wait.” She held up a hand, shiny with oil, and narrowed her eyes—a lovely hazel that trended toward gold and glowed against her warm brown skin—on Chloe. “Two men?”

Chloe bit her lip, the color in her cheeks deepening. “Um, yeah?”

“She’s in a polyamorous relationship,” Bailey explained with smug relish.

Marissa turned to Bailey, dark curls swinging, lush lips pursed. “Are they hot?”

“Oh, yeah.”

“Smokin’ hot,” Gwen chimed in. “Sexy carpenter and a silver fox daddy.”

Chloe grimaced. “What have I told you about the daddy stuff?”

“They’re bisexual,” Bailey went on, ignoring Chloe. “They like to do her and each other all at the same time.”

“You don’t get a massage,” Marissa declared.

“Dammit,” Chloe muttered.

“What about me?” Gwen said, raising her hand like a kid in class. “I haven’t had sex. Do I get a massage?”

“No,” Bailey said before Marissa could answer. “It’s not your birthday. You can have one on your birthday.”

“Sorry,” Marissa said with a shrug and, picking up Bailey’s hand, went back to work.

“Well, this sucks. You get a massage and Chloe had sex. What do I get?” Gwen wondered.

“You can have the bathtub first this time,” Bailey said and closed her eyes, determined to enjoy the time she had left with Marissa’s magic fingers.

When the massage was over, she opened them on a blissful sigh. Gwen and Chloe had disappeared, and she was back in the pleasure-fog. Feeling warm and loose and pretty damn good about turning thirty in a couple of hours, Bailey wrapped herself up in a hotel robe and guzzled a bottle of water while Marissa broke down the table.

“Plenty of water now, so you don’t get sore,” Marissa instructed, and waved her down when she started to stand. “No, you just relax, honey. I know the way out.”

“Thanks.” Digging into the pocket of the robe, Bailey pulled out the cash she’d tucked there earlier for a tip. “This is for you.”

Marissa’s smile warmed. “Thank you, honey. I’m going to give you my card.” She plucked one out of the pocket of the short spa jacket that would’ve looked boxy on any other woman. But there was no way to square off those curves. “Just in case.”

Bailey took the card, intrigued by the smile that accompanied it. She was in a sex slump and her radar was admittedly rusty, but it was beeping now. “I’ll keep that in mind.”

Marissa’s laugh was a throaty purr. “You do that, honey. Bye, now.”

“Bye.” Bailey watched her carry the table out and wondered idly if the pendulum-like swing in Marissa’s generous hips was their usual motion, or if it had been added for her benefit.

When the door clicked shut, she tucked the card in her pocket and went to find her friends.

The hotel suite was huge, but having been there before for Chloe’s birthday in January, she wound her way easily through the marble-tiled maze to the main bedroom. As she approached the open double doors, the unmistakable sounds of a baseball game told her Gwen had won the battle for the remote. Well, she’d fix that.

“We are not watching baseball on my birthday,” she announced, walking into the room.

“Told you,” Chloe mumbled smugly from her spot in the middle of the big bed. Well, as smugly as she could with the sheet mask covering her face.

“Your birthday’s tomorrow,” Gwen reminded her and adjusted her glasses carefully on her nose. She wore a mask too, and both of them had changed into robes that matched Bailey’s. “And besides, you weren’t here.”

“Well, I’m here now.” To settle the matter, Bailey plucked the remote off the bed and turned off the television.

“Thank you,” Chloe said.

“You’re welcome. What’s on your face?”

“A mask.” Chloe lifted a finger to poke at it. “I forget what kind.”

“It’s collagen,” Gwen told her. “Hydrating.”

“Right. My skin is having a drink.”

“Cool.” Bailey climbed onto the bed. “I want one.”

Gwen picked up the canvas shopping bag sitting beside her and dumped it out. “Got you covered.”

Bailey’s eyes widened. “What’d you do, buy out the drugstore?”

“Drugstore, hell. This is quality shit.” Sifting through the pile of masks, lotions, serums, creams, and bottles, Gwen held up two packages. “You wanna suck bad stuff out or pump good stuff in?”

“Gimme the good stuff.”

Gwen tossed her a mask, then scooped up the remote. “If we’re not going to watch baseball, then I’m picking a movie.”

“Something fun,” Bailey ordered, reading the instructions on the package. “Nothing dreary or depressing.”

“There’s a documentary—”

“No documentaries,” Chloe and Bailey said at the same time.

“But it’s about an amusement park in New Jersey in the ’80s.”

“No,” Bailey said.

“It’s called Class Action Park because it was completely unregulated and dangerous,” Gwen wheedled.

“No,” Chloe said firmly.

“Fine.” Gwen handed her the remote and flopped back against the pillows in a pout. “You pick, then.”

“I don’t want to watch a movie,” Chloe said. “I want to hear Bailey’s birthday wish.”

Busy smoothing the thin sheet of the mask over her face, Bailey shook her head. “It’s not midnight yet.”

“Technically, you don’t have to wait until midnight,” Gwen pointed out. “Chloe just did that because she was paranoid.”

“I wasn’t paranoid. I was superstitious.”

“What’s the difference?”

Chloe thought for a moment. “Paranoia is irrational. Superstition is quirky.”

Gwen rolled her eyes.

“Shut up,” Chloe said and turned back to Bailey. “Well?”

Bailey continued smoothing. “I want cake first.”

“Cake?” Gwen echoed.

“Yeah. Vanilla cake,” Bailey elaborated. “With lots of frosting. And champagne.”

Gwen looked at Chloe. “Who’s calling room service?”

“Not it,” Chloe said.

“I’m the birthday girl.” Mask in place, Bailey stretched out on the plush king-sized bed to wiggle into the pillows.

“Fine, fine.” Holding her robe together with one hand, Gwen slid off the bed. “Cake and champagne. Anything else?”

“I’ll take a club sandwich and fries,” Chloe said.

“Oysters,” Bailey added from her pile of pillows. “Two dozen, with lemons and hot sauce.”

Gwen wrinkled her nose. “Ugh.”

Well accustomed to Gwen’s opinion on her favorite indulgent treat, Bailey just smiled. “Get an extra side of fries, too.”

“Cake, champagne, club sandwich, oysters, and two orders of fries,” Gwen recited and headed out of the room.

“Don’t forget the hot sauce!” Bailey called after her, then looked at Chloe. “She knows there’s a phone in here, right?”

Chloe rolled her shoulders in a shrug. “She’s in a mood. Let her have a minute to herself.”

Bailey frowned. “Is something wrong?”

“I don’t know. If there is, she’s not saying. It’s not work,” Chloe went on, crossing her feet at the ankles. “I’d know if anything was off there.”

That was probably true. While they didn’t technically work together, Chloe was the sometimes bartender at the pub and restaurant where Gwen was the head server and de facto assistant manager. Owned by Chloe’s Aunt Mo and her wife Carrie, The Wild Clover had expanded six months ago to include a restaurant, and they’d wooed Gwen away from her waitress job at Braxton, Ohio’s only Michelin-starred restaurant, to run it. If something was wrong at work, Mo and Carrie would know. And if Mo and Carrie knew, so would Chloe.

“Is she seeing anyone?”

“Don’t think so.” Chloe’s eyes met Bailey’s, concern in their summer-blue depths. “She did mention her mom wants to come for a visit.”

Bailey winced. Gwen’s mother lived in Florida, which was healthier for everyone involved, and rarely made the trip north. But when she did… “That would do it. When?”

“Sometime this summer. She didn’t say exactly.”

“Well, when Bonnie gets here, we’ll run interference. In fact…”

“What?” Chloe prompted.

“What if we got her a room here?” Bailey asked.

“Here, at The Mark?”

“Half the reason these visits are so tense is because Bonnie insists on staying with Gwen, and then they’re practically on top of each other. If we put her up in the hotel, at least Gwen would have some breathing room.”

“It’s not a bad idea, but she’ll be in town for a week, maybe more. The cost of that, even if we split it…” Chloe trailed off, then shook her head. “I don’t think I could swing it.” 

“Yeah.” It would be a stretch for her, too, Bailey realized. “I can ask Jenna.”

Chloe looked blank, then Bailey saw the name land. “Jenna, your ex-client? The one who gets us this suite?”

“It’s worth an ask, right?”

Chloe looked uncomfortable. “Maybe. I know she’s grateful to you, but she’s already giving us a lot.”

Bailey couldn’t disagree. The suite they currently occupied was the best the hotel had to offer, a gesture of appreciation for the help Bailey had provided when Jenna was trying to escape an abusive marriage. The husband had ended up in prison, Jenna had ended up with most of his assets—including part ownership of The Mark—and Bailey, Chloe and Gwen had ended up with a high-end hotel suite for their traditional birthday-eve sleepovers.

“We’ll figure something out,” Chloe said, pulling Bailey out of her thoughts, then Gwen walked into the room.

“All right, food is on the way, and I pulled the champagne out of the mini bar.” Gwen flopped across the foot of the bed. “What are we talking about?”

Bailey lied without hesitation. “Marissa hitting on me.”

“Who’s Marissa?” Gwen asked.

“The masseuse,” Chloe reminded her.

“She hit on you?” Curled on her side to face them, her head propped on her hand, Gwen frowned. “That’s wildly inappropriate.”

“It would be,” Bailey allowed. “And she didn’t really hit on me, not obviously. Let’s just say there was subtext.”

“Are you going to subtext back?”

Bailey grinned, appreciating Gwen’s humor. “I don’t know. She was cute.”

“That’s an understatement,” Chloe drawled.

“And I’m in a sex drought,” Bailey continued.

“Same,” Gwen sighed.

“So maybe I’ll ask her out for a drink and see where it goes.”

“That would be a nice way to start your thirties,” Chloe mused.

Bailey had a plan for that already, but nodded in agreement.

“Also, I didn’t say this earlier, because you told me I couldn’t have a massage and I was mad at you, but I like your new hair.”

Bailey reached up to pat the mass of it, still caught up in a band for the massage, and beamed. “Thanks.”

Gwen was frowning again. “What’s different about it?”

Chloe snickered, and Bailey huffed out an exasperated breath. “I cut off about five inches and did a subtle widow’s peak on the bangs. And the streaks are purple instead of blue.”

Gwen blinked owlishly, her eyes wide behind her glasses. “Oh.”

“How did you not notice?”

“Well, I can’t tell it’s shorter when it’s up,” Gwen said defensively. “And purple looks almost the same as blue with your black hair.”

“It does not.”

“Did you get purple contacts to match?” Chloe asked before Gwen could protest again.

“Of course.”

Gwen squinted. “Are you wearing them?”

Bailey rolled eyes that were currently their natural hazel. “No, Gwen, my eyes are not purple at the moment. Do you need new glasses?”

Gwen nudged the large round frames up her nose. “These are new.”

“Uh-huh.”

“If you two are going to bicker all night, we’re going to need to order more booze,” Chloe declared.

“Who’s bickering?” Gwen wondered. “I’m not bickering.”

“I might be bickering,” Bailey said with a grin.

Chloe kicked her in the shin. “Knock it off.”

“Yes, Mother.”

Chloe kicked her again.

“Hey!”

“You deserved that.”

“Regular sex makes you mean,” Bailey complained.

Chloe looked smug. “That’s not what it makes me.”

“Please don’t tell us what it makes you,” Gwen begged.

“Spoilsport,” Bailey accused.

“I was going to say it makes me happy,” Chloe said loftily.

“Well, this conversation is boring,” Bailey decided.

“Then liven it up,” Chloe suggested, and nudged Bailey’s leg with her foot. “Tell us your birthday wish.”

“My cake isn’t here yet,” Bailey protested.

“So?”

“So, I want cake with my wish,” Bailey said stubbornly.

Gwen picked the remote up off the bed. “We’ll watch Class Action Park while we wait.”

Both Bailey and Chloe groaned.

They were twenty minutes into the documentary—and Bailey had to admit it was entertaining—when a trio of chimes rang out.

“Thank God, food,” Chloe said fervently.

Gwen paused the screen. “That was fast. It took a lot longer last time.”

“It was New Year’s Eve last time,” Bailey pointed out. “Not a random Tuesday in June. They’re probably a little less busy tonight.”

“Oh. Good point.”

Chloe snatched the remote out of Gwen’s hand and shut off the TV. “Go get the food.”

“Why me?” Gwen demanded.

“Because my brain is too numb from this documentary to work, and it’s your fault.”

“Excuse me for trying to introduce a little fucking culture,” Gwen grumbled and rolled off the bed.

“I thought it was kind of interesting,” Bailey whispered as Gwen stomped out.

“Me too, but don’t tell her that,” Chloe whispered back.

Bailey snorted out a laugh. “How are we going to watch the rest of it without her saying ‘I told you so’?”

Chloe wrinkled her brow in thought. “Wait until she falls asleep?”

“And maybe get her a little drunk, so she sleeps nice and hard.”

“Good call,” Chloe said and held out her fist for a bump.

“Hey! Get out here!” Gwen hollered from the living room.

“Why?” Bailey shouted back.

“Because I’m not carrying all this shit for your lazy asses!”

“She’s so mean,” Bailey complained.

Chloe laughed and grabbed Bailey’s hand to drag her off the bed. “Come on, birthday girl. I’m hungry.”

In the living room, Gwen was already stretched out on one of the two white sofas that flanked the enormous—and now lit—marble fireplace. She held what looked like a hot fudge sundae, complete with whipped cream, sprinkles, and a cherry on top, and a room service cart with dome-covered plates was parked beside her.

“You couldn’t just push the fucking cart in?” Bailey demanded.

Gwen shoved a spoonful of ice cream, dripping with fudge and whipped cream, into her mouth. “Nope.”

“Why is the fireplace on?” Chloe wanted to know.

Gwen swallowed her ice cream. “Ambience.”

“It’s June,” Chloe reminded her, and flicked the switch to kill the leaping flames. “We don’t need ambience that comes with heat.”

Bailey lifted a dome off a plate and found Chloe’s club sandwich and fries. The second plate held more fries, and the third yielded her oysters. “Where’s my fucking cake?”

Gwen rolled her eyes. “It’s on the table already, weirdo, with the champagne.”

Bailey looked at the coffee table, where champagne sat chilling in a bucket beside three crystal flutes, and a whole layer cake sat on a delicate china platter.

“I said a slice of cake,” Bailey told Gwen.

“No, you didn’t.” Gwen waved her spoon. “You said, ‘I want cake, vanilla cake’, and that’s what you got. You’re welcome.”

Chloe stepped around Bailey to snag her sandwich and the ketchup bottle. “Cool, now we can all have cake.”

“Says who?” Bailey demanded, picking up the platter. “I don’t have to share.”

“If you eat all of that you won’t have room for oysters,” Chloe pointed out.

Bailey considered that. “You can have one slice to share.”

“So generous.” Chloe settled into a corner of the empty sofa, her legs crossed under her, and opened the ketchup bottle. “Okay, you’ve got your cake and your champagne. Let’s hear this wish.”

“Hang on, let me pour it out.” Setting the cake down—well out of the reach of her friends—Bailey poured champagne and handed out flutes, then picked up the cake and a fork and sat on the sofa next to Chloe.

With the platter balanced on her lap, she dug in. “That,” she mumbled around the first bite, “is good cake.”

“It’s not better than this sundae,” Gwen said and shoveled in another dripping spoonful. “It’s real hot fudge.”

“Okay, I’m getting one of those,” Chloe decided. “Since greedy over here isn’t sharing.”

“I am not,” Bailey confirmed, forking up another bite. The cake was fluffy and light, the frosting thick and sweet. “You get none of this cake.”

“Greedy,” Chloe said again and dipped a fry in the puddle of ketchup on her plate. “So?”

Bailey sipped her champagne and found it went beautifully with the cake. “So, what?”

“Your wish,” Chloe prompted.

“Oh, right.” Spotting a smear of frosting on the side of her hand, Bailey licked it off. “Well, I decided to follow your lead.”

On the other sofa, Gwen blinked. “Your wish is to have sex with Jesse and Knox?”

“No,” Bailey said with a laugh, then paused. “Although I wouldn’t object.”

“I would,” Chloe put in.

“She’s so selfish,” Bailey said to Gwen.

Gwen shook her head in mock sadness at Chloe. “Best friends share, you know.”

“You didn’t share your cake, I’m not sharing my boyfriends,” Chloe told Bailey.

“I take it back, you can have cake,” Bailey said.

“Too late.”

“Harsh, but fair,” Gwen commented and looked down at her empty sundae bowl. “Holy crap, I ate this whole sundae. I feel a little sick now.”

“Did you order yourself any actual food, or just the sundae?” Chloe wanted to know.

“Just the sundae.” Looking a little green through her sheet mask, Gwen pressed a hand to her belly. “I need protein.”

“Want some of my sandwich?” Chloe offered.

“Yes, please.”

Chloe held out her plate. “Go on, Bails.”

“Where was I?”

“Following my lead,” Chloe prompted as Gwen chose a section of sandwich.

“Right. My birthday wish is a gang bang,” Bailey announced, and waited for the expected expressions of shock.

Instead, Chloe looked at Gwen with resignation. Gwen looked back with smug triumph and said, “You owe me twenty bucks.”

“What?” Bailey looked from Gwen to Chloe and back to Gwen. “What?”

“She owes me twenty bucks,” Gwen repeated, nibbling on the edges of the sandwich.

Bailey looked at Chloe. “Why?”

“Because she called it,” Chloe said and popped a ketchup-covered fry into her mouth.

“Called what?” Bailey asked blankly, then goggled. “You guessed my birthday wish?”

“It wasn’t hard,” Gwen said blithely, continuing to nibble. “You talk about it all the time.”

“I do not talk about it all the time,” Bailey protested, then blinked. “Do I?”

“All the time is an exaggeration,” Chloe acknowledged. “You haven’t mentioned it in at least, what?” She turned to Gwen. “Three years?”

“About that,” Gwen agreed. “But for the five years after college it came up a lot.”

“Well, I was mad,” Bailey said, annoyed. This was not how she’d expected this conversation to go.

“And you had every right to be,” Chloe declared.

The solidarity went a long way toward smoothing the ruffled feathers of Bailey’s ego. “Damn right I did. I did Nash’s fantasy, then before we could do mine he dumps me? I should’ve peeled the skin off his balls with a rusty knife.”

Gwen stopped nibbling her sandwich. “Ew.”

“I don’t think he broke up with you so he wouldn’t have to do the gang bang,” Chloe offered.

Bailey thought about arguing the point just for fun, then shrugged. “No, he didn’t. It was just bad timing. But I was still mad.”

“What was Nash’s fantasy again?” Gwen asked. “I forget.”

“Two girls,” Chloe reminded her.

Gwen snorted. “Typical.”

“I didn’t mind. It was fun.” Bailey smiled a little at the memory. “And he was working on setting up my fantasy gang bang. Then we had some random fight, and he went to a bar with his buddies to cool off, and Kyle Volley told him I cheated on him by going down on Graham Isaac behind the student union and he dumped me.”

“You’re getting mad again,” Gwen warned.

“I’m not getting mad,” Bailey insisted, keeping her voice cool to prove it. “It was eight years ago. Why would I get mad?”

“Uh, because you loved him and he believed that oozing ball of pus Kyle over you?”

“He believed her eventually,” Gwen offered.

“Not until Graham told him the BJ happened freshman year,” Chloe reminded her. “A fact Kyle conveniently forgot to mention.”

“God, he was an ass,” Bailey commented.

“Kyle or Nash?” Gwen wanted to know.

“I meant Kyle, but Nash was an ass, too.”

“The king of the asses,” Chloe muttered darkly. “He broke your heart.” 

“He did,” Bailey agreed. Broke it, shattered it, sliced it to ribbons. Then she shrugged. “But I got over it.”

“Did you?” Chloe murmured.

Bailey resisted the urge to roll her eyes. Chloe thought she was harboring some deep, secret longing for Nash, that what had happened back in college had left unfinished business between them. Bailey had never been able to convince her otherwise. “Yes. We’re friends now, that’s all.”

“And roommates,” Gwen added. “How’s that going?”

“Too soon to tell,” Bailey said, ignoring Chloe’s skeptical gaze. When her last roommate had moved out—and good riddance to bad rubbish—she’d decided to offer the spare room to Nash. He’d been facing a rent hike at his apartment, and she hated living alone, so it felt like a win-win to her. 

Chloe thought it was the dumbest idea since Napoleon had invaded Russia.

“He moved all his stuff in at the beginning of the month,” Bailey continued, “but then he went on vacation for two weeks. He got back today, but I haven’t seen him. I came straight here from the salon.”

Gwen, who loved to travel, perked up. “Where’d he go on vacation?”

“The UK, to walk Hadrian’s Wall and the Antonine Wall.”

“What are those?”

“Walls that were built during the Roman occupation of Britain,” Bailey explained. “Fortifications, basically. Hadrian’s Wall is in England, Antonine Wall is in Scotland.”

Gwen looked fascinated. “What does ‘walk them’ mean?”

“I think it means they just follow them, walk alongside them?” Bailey shrugged. “He didn’t give me a lot of details. I know they’re both world heritage sites, and Nash digs on that stuff. He’s got a cousin who’s into it, too, so they went together.”

“Cool,” Gwen decided.

“So, let me get this straight,” Chloe said. “You’re starting your thirties living with your ex-boyfriend, you might start dating the hot masseuse, and your birthday wish is a gang bang.”

Bailey grinned, the mask crinkling around her mouth. “Go big or go home, right?”

“And I thought I started my year with chaos.”

“She did say she was following your lead,” Gwen put in.

“There is one more thing,” Bailey said and reached up to tap her face. “Gwen, can I take this off yet?”

“Huh? Oh, yeah.” Gwen slid her glasses off. “We all should.”

Chloe began gingerly plucking at the edges of the plastic by her hairline. “What one more thing?” 

Bailey worked her fingers under the sheet at her chin and began carefully peeling it up. “I need someone to coordinate the gang bang for me.”

“What, like a party planner?” Gwen asked.

Bailey laughed. “Sure. A naked party planner who has sex with me.”

“Nice work if you can get it,” Chloe commented, her face emerging as the mask inched down.

“Where do you find a naked party planner?” Gwen asked.

Chloe stopped peeling to point at Bailey. “No dating apps.”

“God, no. I’m reckless, not foolish.”

Gwen pulled the last bit of her mask off. “Those words mean the same thing.”

“Do not.”

“You should hire Sawyer,” Chloe suggested, wiggling her nose as she freed it from the mask. “He’d be perfect.”

“He’s an option,” Bailey agreed. The sex worker Chloe had almost used for her threesome fantasy was sexy, handsome, and no doubt very good at his job. “I’m keeping him as a backup if my first choice falls through.” 

Chloe finished peeling off the mask and reached for her champagne. “Who’s your first choice?”

Bailey set her mask aside and stroked her dewy, baby-soft face. “Nash, of course.”

Chloe choked on her wine, sputtering and coughing, while Gwen just stared, her eyes wide and her mouth open in a look of blank-faced shock.

Well now, Bailey thought with a pleased smile. That’s more like it.

 

 




Chapter Two

Chloe found her voice first. “Nash? You’re going to ask Nash to…to…”

“Facilitate my gang bang?” Bailey finished smoothly when Chloe stuttered to a stop. “Sure. Why not?”

Chloe looked at Gwen. “Is she kidding?”

Gwen picked up her champagne, drained it, and reached for the bottle. “I’m not nearly drunk enough for this.”

Chloe swiveled back to Bailey. “Are you kidding?”

“No. He’s the perfect choice,” Bailey said. “He knows me, knows what I want for this fantasy.”

Gwen stopped chugging champagne to stare at her. “It hasn’t changed in eight years?”

Bailey shrugged. “Not really. I mean, Nick Jonas is no longer on my list of possible celebrity participants, but other than that, it’s pretty much the same.”

Gwen blinked. “Nick Jonas? Really?”

“Yeah. Didn’t you think he was adorable in that Jumanji remake?”

“I guess, but…he just doesn’t really seem like the gang bang type.”

Bailey sent her a saucy wink. “Which just makes it hotter.”

Gwen sighed. “You’re so weird.”

“And delusional,” Chloe put in.

“Am not,” Bailey protested, only a little offended.

“You must be,” Chloe argued, “or you would know that asking your ex-boyfriend who broke your heart to help you fulfill a gang bang fantasy is the worst idea ever.”

“Okay, you have to stop speaking in italics before you give yourself a stroke,” Bailey told her.

“Here.” Gwen passed over the bottle of champagne. “Drink more, it helps.”

Chloe snatched the bottle, ignored the glass on the table, and brought it straight to her lips.

“Better?” Bailey asked when Chloe lowered the bottle.

“No.” Chloe dragged the sleeve of her robe across her mouth. “Why would you open this can of worms? Just hire Sawyer to do it.”

“Sawyer doesn’t know me, and it would take too long for him to get to know me well enough for me to feel safe.”

“And probably cost too much,” Gwen mused.

“Also a concern,” Bailey acknowledged.

“Okay, I get that,” Chloe conceded. “But, Bails, you were a wreck when Nash dumped you. You almost didn’t graduate.”

Bailey swallowed a spurt of irritation. “I know that, Chloe. I was there.”

“And I know you’re friends now, and it’s all bygones, but you’re talking about…”

“Group sex,” Bailey said firmly. “It’s not exactly intimate, Chloe.”

“It’s sex with someone you used to love,” Chloe corrected, her mouth set in a stubborn line.

“‘Used to’ being the key words,” Bailey countered. Chloe wasn’t the only one that could be stubborn.

“It makes sense,” Gwen said, and shrugged when Chloe turned to stare at her. “She does need someone she can trust for this.”

“Then one of us can do it,” Chloe said.

“No, you can’t,” Bailey scoffed, the words almost inaudible under Gwen’s squawk of protest. “Gwen would burst into literal flames if she had to watch me get fucked by four guys, and let’s be honest, you wouldn’t be that far behind.”

“No, I wouldn’t,” Chloe protested, her cheeks going pink.

“Four?” Gwen asked. Her cheeks were red. “Is that the magic number?”

“I think so. And yes, you would,” Bailey said, pointing at Chloe.

“Okay, maybe I wouldn’t be exactly comfortable,” Chloe allowed. “But I’d do it anyway.”

“And I love you for that.” Bailey softened enough to smile at her friend. “But no.”

“Why not?”

“Because I don’t want you at my gang bang. Or you,” she said to Gwen. “No offense.”

“None taken,” Gwen said with fervent relief.

“But if you want to send your boyfriends,” Bailey continued with a waggle of her eyebrows for Chloe.

“Forget it,” Chloe said, then sighed. “It has to be Nash?”

“Well, it doesn’t have to be. He might say no.”

Gwen snorted. “Yeah, right.”

“What if he does?” Chloe asked.

Bailey reached for the bottle to refill her champagne. “I’ll just have to remind him that he owes me.”

Chloe slid a foot across the cushion to nudge Bailey’s leg. “Seriously, Bails.”

“Seriously, if his answer is no, then I guess it’s on to plan B.”

“What’s plan B?”

Bailey sipped, then shrugged. “I’ll let you know when I come up with it.”

“Well, then.” Resigned, Chloe lifted her glass. “Here’s to plan A, I guess.”

Gwen mirrored the action. “As long as I don’t have to hear about the details, to plan A.”

“And a happy birthday gang bang for me,” Bailey declared and, with a wicked laugh that mingled with Chloe’s sigh and Gwen’s groan, clicked her glass against theirs.

 

* * * *

 

When she unlocked her front door the next day she felt well rested, well fed, and slightly drunk. They’d arranged for a late checkout so they could sleep in, and had taken advantage of the extra time by indulging in room service one last time. Since their brunch order had included mimosas—many, many mimosas—none of them had been fit to drive afterward, necessitating alternative transportation arrangements.

Thankfully, Chloe had two boyfriends who had been happy to ride to the rescue.

Jesse and Knox had been amused to arrive at the suite to find all three women giggly and tipsy, and it had been fascinating to watch how they handled Chloe—who apparently got horny when she was drunk these days. Very horny, if her wandering hands and salacious suggestions—not offered subtly—were anything to go by.

Bailey thought Jesse might have taken her up on several of those suggestions if Knox hadn’t been there to keep them both in line.

He’d split them up, ordering Chloe and Gwen into Chloe’s car and directing Jesse to drive Bailey home in hers—which Jesse had done with his characteristic cheer and at nearly twice the posted speed limit. Even Knox’s persistent honking as he followed behind barely slowed him down, his eagerness to get back to Chloe before her horny drunkenness wore off no match for the threat of a traffic citation or a lecture on safe driving.

Safely deposited at home, she waved from her front porch as Jesse climbed into the back seat of Chloe’s car. Gwen rode in the front seat with Knox, her head tipped back against the headrest and her eyes closed, and Bailey figured she was either asleep or trying to block out the wild sexual energy coming from the back seat.

As Knox pulled away, Jesse’s head dipped below window level, and even with the windows closed against the June heat, Bailey heard Chloe’s squeal.

With a twinge of conflicting emotions—sympathy for Gwen, delight for Chloe, jealousy for herself—she turned and walked into the house.

The cool dimness of the house was immediately soothing, immediately welcoming. She left the bag she’d taken to the hotel by the front door and, kicking off her sandals, padded quietly over the smooth, chilled hardwood of the living room. The house was small, a Sears kit home from the 1920s that had been in a sad and neglected state in an even worse neighborhood when she’d found it five years ago. She’d snagged it for a song—and had still needed her mom to co-sign.

Then Robin Bailey-Pachis had immediately gone to work, leveraging the connections built over the twenty years she’d spent working for the city council of Braxton, Ohio, to get the foundation shored up, the roof re-shingled, the mold remediated and the plumbing and electrical brought up to code. Then she’d dragooned family and friends into refinishing floors and painting walls, cut a deal with a contractor to turn the dining room into a kitchen and the kitchen into a butler’s pantry/laundry room that Bailey still wasn’t sure hadn’t involved sexual favors, and, on the weekends while Bailey was working, had done most of the work herself to turn the nightmare main bedroom in the converted attic into a gorgeous and sensuous private retreat.

Every time Bailey walked into the house she was reminded that in the Mom Lottery, she’d hit the jackpot.

Feeling blissfully content, she walked into the converted dining room. It was big, and though they’d added a sink to make it a functional kitchen, she hadn’t wanted it to feel cluttered. She had the butler’s pantry for storage, and with the existing plumbing updated, they’d put the dishwasher there, so she’d been able to keep the kitchen cabinetry to a minimum. Custom made to appear built in, with leaded-glass fronts that mimicked the wide triple window overlooking the backyard and salvaged hardware on the doors, a single run of lower cabinets sat against the back wall. The countertop was soapstone, and she’d had them position the sink under the window. Floating shelves on either side held the mismatched everyday cups, bowls and plates she’d sourced from second-hand stores and antique shops, and the walls were painted the bright green of fresh peas that made her feel like she was always stepping into spring.

Her grandmother’s table sat in the middle of the room, the honey-colored wood warm and aged, and a pretty glass bowl in the middle held bright red apples. Curious, as they hadn’t been there when she’d left for the salon yesterday, she picked one up.

“Those are mine,” a voice rumbled behind her.

“I figured,” she said, and turned to face Nash Kavanagh.

He hadn’t changed. She didn’t know why she’d expected him to, but somehow it was a jolt to see him looking much the same as he had when she’d seen him two weeks ago, just before he’d left for his vacation. He was still tall, still had blond wavy hair and brown eyes and the double eyelashes she bitterly envied. He still had a dimple in his left cheek that winked when he was trying not to smile, and dug deep when he let himself.

That the dimple was covered in a layer of beard—that was new.

“You have a beard,” she blurted out.

“Yeah.” He lifted a hand to scratch at the dark gold pelt, those puppy-dog eyes twinkling with amusement. “I haven’t gotten around to shaving yet.”

“It looks good on you.” She spun the apple in her hand lightly, casually. So casually. “You going to keep it?”

“Probably not.” He dropped his hand to shove it in the pocket of the cutoff jeans he wore with a faded Chicago Cubs T-shirt. “It’s too hot for this much hair on my face.”

It’s not too hot for that much hair on my inner thighs, she mused, and with that wild thought circling, gave the apple another spin. But she forgot she was slightly drunk, tried to spin it too fast, and lost control. And while trying to snatch it back, slapped it out of the air and sent it flying right at Nash.

She squeaked, watching helplessly as it flew toward his face, then blinked when he snatched it out of the air a split second before it could smash into his nose.

“Nice catch,” she said admiringly.

“Thanks. You drunk?”

She held up a hand, her thumb and forefinger an inch apart. “Little bit. There were mimosas at brunch.”

He grinned, the dimple digging deep. “And how are the other musketeers?”

“They’re good. Chloe’s making jewelry now, in addition to working at The Wild Orchid.”

“Nice.”

“Gwen, too—the bar, not the jewelry. They said to say hi,” Bailey said, even though they hadn’t.

“Uh-huh,” Nash said, looking skeptical. While Chloe and Gwen had long since renounced their vow to kill him on sight, he was well aware that the end of his romantic relationship with Bailey had created bad blood with her friends. “You didn’t drive home, did you?”

She rolled her eyes. “No, Grandpa. Jesse dropped me off.”

“Jesse?”

“Chloe’s boyfriend. One of them.”

“Right.” Amusement replaced the concern in Nash’s eyes. “Where was the other one?”

“Driving Chloe and Gwen home.”

“You all had to be driven home?” He frowned. “I thought when you said you wouldn’t be here, you’d be at one of their places.”

“We were at The Mark.”

One tawny eyebrow rose, and he whistled. “Fancy. You land yourself a sugar daddy while I was out of the country?”

She snorted. “No. It’s a long story.”

“I bet.” He stood smiling at her, one hand in his pocket, the other still holding her apple. 

“Are you getting settled in?” she blurted out.

“Mostly,” he replied. “Didn’t have to do much in the office except unpack my laptop. Thanks for letting me have that, by the way.”

“No problem.” She used the second bedroom on the main floor as a small library and occasional office, and apart from doing her monthly books, rarely ventured in there. She’d been more than happy to take a few hundred dollars more in rent in exchange for letting him have it for his work-from-home setup.

“Coming along in the bedroom,” he continued, and held out the apple. “Do you want this?”

She didn’t really, but she took it anyway. “Did you bring me back a present?”

Both eyebrows climbed his forehead this time. “Why would I do that?”

“Because it’s my birthday,” she reminded him, and bit into the apple.

“So it is.” He pulled a flat package in a plastic bag out of his hip pocket.

“Lovely wrapping job,” she said sweetly to cover the spurt of pleasure.

“Shut up and open it.”

She stuck her tongue out at him, just for form, then set the apple on the table to unfurl the plastic bag and dig inside. Pulling out a swatch of cream-colored fabric, she shook it out.

“It’s a tea towel,” he explained unnecessarily. “I got it at a museum gift shop in Glasgow.”

She looked at the towel, at all the words and phrases printed on it—some she understood, most she didn’t. “What’s the writing?”

“Scottish slang words. Most of them are insults, I’m told.”

“Really?” Delighted, she held the towel up. “I love that.”

“I thought you’d would.”

“This is great, Nash.” She beamed at him. “Thank you.”

“You’re welcome.” He stepped forward and lowered his head to brush a kiss across her cheek. “Happy birthday, Bailey.”

“Thanks,” she managed, and let out a slow breath when he stepped back.

“I’m going to keep unpacking. I’ve got a couple of loads of laundry to do yet, if that’s okay with you.”

“Yeah, sure. No problem.”

“Okay.” He stood in the doorway for a moment, watching her. “See you later.”

Her throat felt tight, so she just nodded and took another bite of apple. When she was alone again, and his footsteps had faded away, she nudged a chair away from the table and sank into it.

Chloe wasn’t the only one who was drunk and horny.

He looked so good. That Cubs shirt was so thin and soft from years of washings that it clung to his torso, firm pectoral muscles and the curve of belly that had never had a six pack. Never needed one, she thought with a nostalgic sigh. She’d loved that belly, the firm press of it against her own, the way he shuddered when she traced the muscle—the Adonis belt—that ran under its thick edge with her tongue.

All of him was thick. Some of that was genetics—he was just a big dude—but the muscle under it all was pure Nash. He loved to hike and climb, and had ridden a bike everywhere he could for years—out of necessity when he couldn’t afford a car, now for fun, just like the hiking and climbing and flying across oceans to walk along walls built by ancient conquerors was for fun.

She’d never understood it. She walked to get from one place to another, only worked out to keep her family history of heart disease and diabetes from coming for her too soon, and she’d rather give manicures with her teeth than hike along some crumbling Roman wall. But she didn’t have to understand it to know that he loved it—and she’d never had a problem with the results. Because all that walking and biking and hiking and climbing had given him powerful thighs and a butt like a bowling ball and stamina that could probably give triathletes a run for their money—and all those things had, at various times, made her very happy indeed.

She was looking forward to being made happy again.

A wave of heat washed over her at the thought, and she squirmed in the chair. Normally if she was this worked up, she’d just go upstairs and make good use of one of her sex toys, or hop in the shower and let the pulsing hand-held showerhead do its magic. But Nash was in the house, unpacking and doing laundry and just, well, there, and the stairs leading up to the converted attic that was her bedroom were just down the hall from his bedroom. And because whoever had designed this kit home for Sears in 1926 had apparently never anticipated that someone might want to masturbate in the attic while their ex-boyfriend was in the front bedroom, the stairs were open and there was no door at the top.

And because she’d never anticipated such a scenario, she hadn’t bothered to add one during the renovations.

Not that she’d never masturbated with someone else in the house. She’d had roommates for most of the last three years, both to help with the expenses and because she didn’t like living alone, but they’d never been former lovers, and while she did her best to be discreet, she didn’t actually give a fuck if they heard her masturbating in her own house.

Nash was a different story.

They’d been a couple during their junior and senior years of college, prime sexual exploration years, and they’d done more than their fair share. Thanks to her period, and the need to find a work around for the cramps and bloating that made intercourse uncomfortable while still addressing the wild horniness often brought on by her cycle, they’d discovered the joys of mutual masturbation.

He knew what she sounded like when she touched herself, when she fucked herself, when she used a vibrator or a toy or her own two hands. And though she was definitely planning on letting him hear all that again, she was too tipsy, too scattered for that to happen now.

No, she needed to be in control, not half buzzed and off balance by thoughts of his belly and thighs and how much her vagina was looking forward to reacquainting itself with the other part of him that was thick.

“Don’t think about that,” she ordered herself, and bit into the apple.

Except now it was there, in her mind, and it was like a car wreck on the highway she couldn’t look away from. He had a really pretty penis. It wasn’t inhumanly thick, like this OnlyFans guy she’d followed for a while last year whose dick had the measurements of a literal Coke can. No, Nash’s penis was thick but not ridiculous, with a nice shape, a slight, gentle upward curve and a fat mushroom head that somehow banged against just the right spot inside her pussy every time.

Thinking about his penis wasn’t doing her any favors. Restless, she rose to toss the apple core into the compost bin under the sink, then washed her hands. Though the window the back yard grass was long in the sun, and she realized it had been a while since it had been mowed. She normally paid one of the neighbor kids to do it for her, having no desire to stomp and sweat her way through the chore, but Josh was at baseball camp for a couple of weeks, and dandelions were starting to peak through the green.

Deciding it was as good a way to work off her hormones as any other—well, any other currently available to her—she went to change.

 

In the front bedroom, Nash kept one earbud out and the music on low, just in case. He’d heard Bailey go upstairs, then come back down a few minutes later, followed by the back door opening and shutting. The buzz of a motor had made him curious, but he’d forced himself to continue unpacking rather than investigate.

He had enough problems.

She was so damn sexy, with that curvy body, purple-streaked hair and bee-stung mouth. Her eyes had been their natural hazel, the way he liked them best, no colored contacts to obscure her emotions, and he’d wanted to see them go hazy with need and lust and love the way they’d used to.

He wanted a lot of things the way they used to be, but if he was going to get them, he had to be careful.

Deciding to move in with Bailey had made excellent financial sense. It had cut his monthly expenses by more than half, allowing him to save money and increase the payments on his remaining student loans. If his math was right—and his math was always right—he could have them paid off in two years, and that would be a weight off his shoulders. Since his mother had co-signed for those loans, it would be a weight off hers as well, and that mattered more. So when Bailey had offered him the room, he’d have said yes even if he hadn’t had an ulterior motive.

Reaching for a stack of T-shirts, he snorted. Ulterior motive made it sound like he had some kind of sneaky, sinister plan. He did have a plan, and he supposed it was a little sneaky, because he hadn’t told her about it. But that was only because if he said he was hoping she’d fall in love with him again, she’d laugh in his face.

He shoved the T-shirts into a drawer and reached for the next stack. He was lucky she considered them friends, the kind that traded funny memes back and forth and occasionally picked each other up at the airport when nobody else was available. But there was a distance there, a tension that meant that even when she smiled and laughed or hugged him in greeting or farewell, she was never fully relaxed.

Because though she’d long since forgiven him for being a drunken, fearful dumbass, she was still on her guard with him. And knowing she didn’t feel completely safe with him was a wound on his soul.

He couldn’t blame her—he’d been a jackass. A jealous idiot, a prideful moron, blindly reacting to suspicious information and running with it on zero evidence rather than trusting her. He’d known better, even when he’d been ranting, throwing her clothes out of the window of the apartment they’d shared and calling her names, he’d known better. He’d seen it in her eyes, the shock and the betrayal through the swimming tears. But he’d been too drunk—and, he could admit now, too scared—to back down. And so, calling her a cheating slut and a cheap whore, he’d thrown her out.

And when he’d woken up the next morning, lying on his bathroom floor in a puddle of vomit with a headache the size of Rhode Island, it was to the horrifying knowledge that he’d made the biggest mistake of his life.

He’d showered off the puke, chased a handful of Midol with a Coke, and raced to her best friend Chloe’s apartment on the edge of campus, certain he’d find Bailey there. He’d been prepared to beg, to grovel on hands and knees for her forgiveness. But he hadn’t even gotten to see her. Chloe and Gwen, Bailey’s other best friend, had flat refused to let him in the apartment. Still, he might have gotten past them—but there was no getting past Bailey’s mom.

The look on Robin’s face—a woman who had welcomed him into her home countless times over the two and a half years he and Bailey had been together—had frozen him in his tracks. She hadn’t yelled, hadn’t chastised. She hadn’t needed to. The disappointment in her hazel eyes—eyes that she’d passed on to her only daughter—had been enough.

She’d informed him calmly that she would be sending a few of Bailey’s cousins over to the apartment to gather the rest of her things in the next day or so, and it would be best if he wasn’t there when that happened. Then she’d shut the door quietly in his face, leaving him alone in the hall, staring at the welcome mat with nausea churning in his belly, wishing desperately for a do-over for the last twenty-four hours.

The next few months had passed by in a blur. He’d staggered through life in a zombie-like state, only going to classes because he’d hoped to see Bailey, only going to work because he’d had to pay his bills. Graduation had been a nightmare. His parents and grandparents hadn’t understood his melancholy—they knew about the breakup, but not the details—and his mother had never liked Bailey anyway, so she spent the whole weekend urging him to move on.

He hadn’t wanted to move on.

He’d had a job offer in Chicago, a good one, and his mom had urged him to take it. A fresh start, she’d told him, away from the baggage of his past. He’d make a new life, find a new love, and forget all about Bailey.

No, he’d told her. He wouldn’t.

He’d told Chicago no, taken the local job for less money and fewer benefits, and waited.

For all it was a college town, Braxton was small, so it wasn’t long before their paths had crossed. He’d been careful to give her space, nodding his head respectfully if she’d made eye contact, swallowing his disappointment when she’d turned away. But after a while she would nod back, or smile, and each one was a small victory.

Then, a few years ago, he’d found himself in line behind her at a coffee shop, and she’d said hi.

His heart had almost stopped, and his voice had cracked when he’d stammered out an answering hello.

Amusement had lit her eyes then—not hazel, but a bright, bold green that had matched the color decorating the ends of her raven black hair. She’d worn it short then, styled in spikes that stuck out in all directions, the green tips sharp as blades. She’d been wearing black leggings and black boots with an oversized fisherman’s sweater he recognized from her college days. It had a hole just under the neck band, and that was familiar, too. He often used to slip his thumb through it, sometimes to tease, sometimes just to touch, stroking the delicate skin over her collarbone the way one did with a lover, when touch was given and accepted freely and without reservation.

He'd loved doing that, loved the intimacy of it, and the loss of the privilege had hit him like a ton of bricks.

He must have looked how he’d felt—stricken, sad—because the amusement in her gaze had turned to concern, and she’d asked him if he was all right. And he’d blurted out, in line while she waited for her mocha latte and chocolate chip muffin and he’d waited for his drip coffee with half and half and two sugars, “I’m sorry, Bailey. I’m so sorry.”

Understanding had lit her gaze then, and after a moment of tense silence, she’d nodded. “Bygones,” she’d said and, jerking her chin toward a table for two by the window, invited him to join her.

With hope fluttering in his chest, he’d snagged his coffee and followed her to the table like an eager puppy. He’d hoped to talk about the breakup, but she’d made it clear she had no interest in rehashing the past. So they’d talked about her career and his, their families and friends, local sports and politics. And when they’d parted, the brief hug she’d given him had left him walking on air for days.

A few days later, he’d taken a chance she hadn’t changed her number since college and had texted a meme to the number he still had memorized. She’d responded with a simple ‘lol’, then two days later had sent him a Reddit post she’d thought he might find funny.

And that, plus the occasional lunch and ride to the airport, had been the sum of their friendship for the last three years. Until she’d called him in January and asked him if he wanted to move in with her when his lease was up at the end of May.

He’d told her he needed to think it over, and they should probably meet to go over the terms, but those were bald-faced lies. The answer was always yes, and would have been no matter her terms. The fact that it would save him money was just a bonus—the real prize was getting to see Bailey, every day, and maybe, just maybe, start to build something more.

Because she was still the love of his life.

He let out a slow breath. He wanted her back, and though he’d long since reconciled himself to the fact that she owed him nothing—not forgiveness, not a second chance, hell, not even a hello in a coffee shop—he hoped. Beyond reason, beyond sense, he hoped. Because he’d gotten the hello, and the forgiveness, and if a man got two miracles in one lifetime, then he might as well go all in and wish for the third.

 

 




Chapter Three

When he’d finished his unpacking, he left the bedroom to walk down the short hallway to the laundry room. What had been the kitchen of the small house sat in the very center at the back of the first floor. It made a poor kitchen by modern standards, closed off as it was from the rest of the house, but there was enough space to make half of it a butler’s pantry, and the other half a small laundry room with a stacked washer and dryer, a short counter for folding with storage underneath, and a small utility sink.

He started to pull his clothes from the dryer, but he could still hear a motor buzzing outside. Unable to resist, he crossed the few feet to the back door and, nudging the curtain aside, peered through the glass insert into the backyard.

Bailey was mowing the lawn in a pair of athletic shorts and a matching bra, both in hot pink, her hair swept up in a high tail that bounced with every step. Her eyes were shielded by oversized sunglasses, sweat dampened the hair at her temples and nape and ran in little rivulets down her throat and into the valley of her breasts, which bounced along with the ponytail as she worked her way across the lawn.

“Don’t look at her tits,” he muttered and, pulling the other earbud out of his pocket, stuck it in his ear to tune out the mower and turned to deal with his laundry.

He pulled out the dry clothes, shifted the ones waiting in the washer up to the dryer and set it tumbling, then started folding. He was singing along with Rhianna and folding a pair of jeans that was threatening to fall apart at the seams when Bailey tapped him on the shoulder and sent him leaping into the air.

“Jesus!” He dragged the earbuds out, heart pounding, and turned to stare at her. “You scared the shit out of me.”

“Sorry,” she said, toeing off her shoes. “I said your name twice.”

“Didn’t hear you.” He held up the ear buds.

“Sorry,” she said again, and swiped at her sweaty brow with her forearm.

“No problem,” he said, fighting for casual. The athletic bra she was wearing was either too small or not built for full coverage, and Bailey wasn’t exactly built delicately in the boob department. It was distracting. “Something you need?”

“Water.”

He frowned. “I don’t have any water.”

“No, but the kitchen does, and you’re in the way,” she informed him, pointing over his shoulder to the open doorway into the butler’s pantry.

“Right. Sorry.” He stepped to the side and, despite the fierce lecture he gave himself, watched her walk through the doorway.

The rear view was just as compelling as the front.

“Do you want one?” she called back to him.

“One what?” he answered, still thinking about her ass. He had fond memories of that ass. Very fond memories.

Her face appeared in the doorway, the sunglasses shoved up on her head and a smirk on her face. “Water.”

“Oh. Sure.”

She disappeared, and he used the opportunity to give himself another silent lecture about getting distracted by her body, because now was not the time, dammit, but then she was back in all her sweaty, scantily clad glory, and he just sighed.

She handed him the water. “You okay?”

“No,” he said and guzzled like a camel.

“Is it the ass or the boobs?”

He choked, spewing water. When he managed to stop coughing, he looked at her through streaming eyes. The smirk had deepened, and wicked amusement danced in her eyes. “Both,” he wheezed.

“Good to know,” she said with a nod and walked back through the door.

He debated for about ten seconds, then followed her through the butler’s pantry into the kitchen, where she was pulling a hunk of cheese out of the refrigerator.

“Is that why you picked that outfit?” he asked, striving for casual and half succeeding. “To twist me up?”

“No.” She bent to reach into a lower cupboard for a cutting board, putting her butt on display for a tantalizing few moments, then dug a knife out of a drawer. “I picked it because I had to mow the lawn, and I didn’t want to die of heatstroke.”

She sat at the table. “But twisting you up doesn’t break my heart.”

“I bet,” he muttered.

She hummed a throaty laugh and picked up the wedge of cheese. “Want some?”

He didn’t, but since what he wanted wasn’t on the menu, he took the chair opposite her. “Sure.”

She began to unwrap the plastic. “Can I ask you a question?”

He tried to read her. There was amusement, a kind of smug female satisfaction that added to the twist in his gut, and something else he couldn’t quite identify. “Sure.”

“A serious question,” she elaborated.

“You can ask me anything you want,” he told her, trying to tell her with his eyes that he meant it.

She watched him a moment longer, then nodded. “Okay. Do you remember the fantasies?”

It took him a moment to understand what she was talking about. When he did, his heart began to pound. “Yes.”

“Yours was two women.”

“I remember,” he said, and he did, in vivid Technicolor. It had been one of the hottest, most amazing nights of his life. Followed closely by the worst. Don’t think about that. “That was a good night.”

A glimmer of a smile touched her mouth as she sliced into the cheese. “It was.”

Encouraged by the smile, he decided to tease her, just a little. “Sometimes I wasn’t sure who was having more fun, me or you.”

She gave a low, throaty hum. “Well, Sage was pretty hot.”

“She was,” he agreed, remembering the tall, athletic blonde who’d joined them in bed for that memorable evening. “And limber.”

“She was a gymnast,” Bailey reminded him, passing him a slice of cheese. “That was one of the reasons I picked her.”

He took the cheese, his gaze on hers. “What were the other reasons? You never told me.”

“Didn’t I?” She popped a bit of cheese into her mouth, looking thoughtful as she chewed. “Well, she was fun, and sexy. And she’d hit on me a couple of times.”

The cheese was sharp on his tongue. “I didn’t know that.”

“I didn’t tell you,” she admitted. “I didn’t want you to think she was there just for me.”

“But she was.” He could see that clearly now. “Wasn’t she?”

Bailey shrugged. “She liked you, too.”

“But if I hadn’t been there, she’d have come just for you.”

“Probably.” Her mouth, curved in laughter only a moment before, was sober now. “Would that have bothered you?”

“Then?” Though there was a twinge of discomfort, he forced himself to be honest. “Yeah, it might have.”

Surprise lit her expression, whether at his honesty or the answer, he wasn’t sure. “And now?”

“Would it bother me now?” he clarified, and shook his head at her nod. “No.”

She was quiet for a moment, carving off another slice of cheese for him, then one for her before speaking again. “Do you remember my fantasy?”

The air felt heavy, and so thick he could barely draw it into his lungs. “Yes. You wanted a gang bang.”

“Not just a gang bang,” she corrected.

“No, not just,” he agreed. “You wanted to be…” He searched for the words, the ones she’d given him when she’d told him her secret wish. “To be taken, and used. Your comfort or pleasure wouldn’t factor in, your wants or needs beyond staying safe not important. You’d be fucked the way they wanted to fuck you, taken the way they wanted to take you, and you wouldn’t be able to control it.

“That’s what you wanted.”

Her breath slid out in a rush, eyes wide with what looked like wonder and to his surprise, gratitude. “You remember all that?”

He had to smile. He wanted to tell her he remembered everything, but he doubted she’d believe him. So he just said, “Yeah, I remember. Mostly because I didn’t get to give it to you.”

“Yeah.” There was disappointment in her voice now, as sharp as the cheese. “That pissed me off.”

He winced. “I’m sorry. If it makes you feel any better, I’ve always regretted that.”

“It makes me feel a little better. But you still owe me.”

He blinked. “Huh?”

“You owe me,” she repeated. “Tit for tat was the deal, right? You get yours, then I get mine, fair and square.”

He shook his head, hoping to clear out some of the confusion. “It was, but…we broke up.”

“You broke up with me,” she reminded him, and though he instinctively flinched at the reminder, it wasn’t an accusation. She was just stating a fact. “And you didn’t keep up your end of the deal.”

“Because we broke up,” he reminded her, still not getting it.

“I don’t care,” she said with a shrug. “You owe me, and I’m collecting.”

Maybe the sight of her all sweaty in athletic gear had sucked too much blood away from his brain, because he was having trouble following. “You’re collecting what?”

“My fantasy.”

“Your fantasy,” he repeated blankly, then the penny dropped, and his jaw followed. “The gang bang?”

“Yep.” She smiled with blithe satisfaction at his goggling shock. “And you’re going to give it to me.”

 

Bailey didn’t think there were actual words to describe how she felt at that moment, watching Nash’s eyes bug out and his jaw all but scrape the table. He was making strangled noises like he’d forgotten how to breathe, his face had gone a ruddy, splotchy red—almost like it did when he orgasmed, now that she thought about it—and she didn’t think she’d ever been this happy in her life.

The time she’d gotten a puppy for Christmas when she was seven might have beaten it for pure joy, but this was definitely a close second.

Since his water bottle was sitting right there, and he looked like he needed it, she picked it up and handed it to him. “Here. Slow sips.”

He snatched it out of her hand and chugged until it was empty, then lowered it to stare at her.

“Better?” she asked politely.

“No,” he rasped and, scraping back his chair, got up and walked to the refrigerator.

He pulled out another bottle of water, opened it, and poured it straight over his head.

Correction, Bailey thought giddily. This is as happy as I’ve ever been.

“Are you fucking with me?” he demanded, still standing in front of the open fridge.

“No,” she said, trying not to laugh. “Close the fridge, would you? My electric bill is high enough.”

He closed the fridge and walked, dripping water, back to the table. He sat down. “Bailey.”

She sent him a serene smile. “Yes, Nash?”

He dragged a hand though his hair, scattering water drops. “I don’t even know where to start.”

“Take your time,” she urged. “Want some more water?”

His eyes narrowed. “Can you please be serious?”

“Oh, I’m very serious,” she assured him. “I want to do this, Nash. It’s my birthday wish.”

“You’re still doing that?”

“Of course. It’s a sacred tradition.”

“Sacred tradition,” he muttered. “Christ.”

“My thirtieth birthday wish,” she went on cheerfully. “But no pressure.”

“I thought you wanted to go to Paris for your thirtieth birthday.”

Surprised he remembered, she shrugged. “This is cheaper, and no jet lag. Plus, Chloe kind of set the theme with her wish back in January, so I figured I’d go with it.”

He blinked. “What was Chloe’s birthday wish?”

She hesitated, then gave a mental shrug. It wasn’t like Chloe’s relationship was a secret. “A threesome. That’s how she ended up with Jesse and Knox.”

He looked pained. “I didn’t need to know that.”

“Then why’d you ask?”

“Jesus.” He scrubbed a hand over his face. “Why me?”

“Why you for the gang bang?” At his nod, she simply said, “Because you owe me.”

“That’s not why.”

“It is so,” she said, annoyed.

“That might be part of it, but it’s not all.”

“Because it’s not just a gang bang. I need someone I can trust with this, that I can trust with me. That’s you.”

He was watching her so closely, his gaze dark and unreadable under his dripping hair. “You really want to do this?”

“I am going to do this,” she corrected. “If you don’t want to do it with me, I’ll find someone else.”

His spine snapped straight. “Who?”

Feigning nonchalance she didn’t feel, she shrugged. “I’ll hire a sex worker.”

“The hell you will.”

“It’s a perfectly viable option,” she shot back, meeting his outrage with defiance. “And the safest.”

“That may be true, but doing something like this with a stranger is…”

“A terrible idea?” she ventured sweetly when he trailed off. “Well, that’s why I asked you, but you’re being all prissy about it.”

“I’m not being prissy,” he muttered. “I’m being cautious.”

“You say potato.”

“Jesus, you’re a pain in my ass.” He glared at her, and she glared right back. 

“Are you going to do it or not?”

He watched her for a moment, eyes glittering, then he nodded. “Yes. But I have conditions.”

She rolled her eyes to cover her relief. “Of course you do.”

“They’re non-negotiable.”

She smirked. “Blah, blah, blah.”

“I’m serious, Bailey.”

“Fine. What are they?”

He shook his head. “We’ll get into it later.”

She frowned when he pushed back from the table. “I want to get into it now.”

“Tough shit.” He started to turn away, then stopped. “You got anyone in mind?”

“For what?”

“For the other…” He waved a hand. “Participants.”

“No.” Annoyed, she jutted out her chin. “That’s your job.”

He nodded. “You work tomorrow?”

“Yes.”

“When?”

“I’ve got a full day, eight to six. Why?”

“I’ll bring home dinner. We’ll talk then.”

“Why not now?” she demanded.

“Because I need to think about all this, and so do you.”

“I’ve been thinking about this for eight years, Nash,” she told him. “I know what I want.”

“Think about it anyway. Tomorrow night,” he reminded her, then he turned and walked out of the kitchen.

And left her sitting there with an odd combination of relief, irritation and arousal to sort through.

 

* * * *

 

“And he just walked out?”

“Yep.” Scissors in hand, Bailey deftly snipped at the section of Chloe’s hair she held between two fingers, then ran her comb through it. She’d already done the bulk of the cut and had blown Chloe’s silky blond hair dry, and was now on touch ups. “And I had to go over to my mom’s for dinner, so I didn’t see him the rest of the night.”

“Hmm.”

Drawing up another section of hair, Bailey paused to meet Chloe’s eyes in the mirror. “What does that mean?”

“Nothing.” Chloe blinked wide, guileless eyes. “I just think it’s interesting that he’s being so cautious.”

“I don’t think it’s interesting.” Bailey went back to snipping, the sound loud in the nearly empty salon. It was after six, and all the other stylists had gone home. “I think it’s weird. And annoying.”

“Maybe that’s why he’s doing it. To piss you off.”

Bailey considered that for a second, then shook her head. “That’s never been Nash’s style. He’s too straightforward.”

“So then he needed time to think.”

“Why?” Snip, comb, snip. “I’m offering him sex. Why can’t he just take it like a normal guy?”

“Did you offer him sex?”

“Yes.”

“I mean, explicitly and specifically.”

“Oh.” Bailey paused. “No, I guess not.”

“Maybe he thought you just wanted him to, like, direct the action,” Chloe ventured. “Like an intimacy coordinator on a movie set. You’re cutting more than we agreed on.”

“No, I’m not. You sure I can’t talk you into some color?”

“No, and stop trying to distract me.”

“It was worth a shot. Hold still, I’m almost done.”

Expression pained, Chloe closed her eyes. “So?”

Bailey worked fast, racing against the ticking clock of Chloe’s haircut anxiety. “So, what?”

“Intimacy coordinator or full participant?”

She hadn’t considered just having him there in a strictly supervisory capacity. “I don’t know. I guess there are pros and cons to both.”

“Want my opinion?”

She didn’t, but as long as Chloe was focused on the Nash problem, she wasn’t paying attention to what Bailey was doing to her hair. “Sure.”

“Don’t sleep with him. There’s too much history between you, too much baggage.”

Bailey shoved irritation aside to focus on the sharp points coming down in front of Chloe’s ears. “The history is why I want him there,” she reminded her friend as she snipped and shaped. “He knows me, knows what I want.”

“I don’t think you know what you want,” Chloe muttered.

“What was that?” Bailey asked sweetly, though she’d heard perfectly.

“Nothing.” Chloe popped one eye open. “He can be there without fucking you.”

“Yeah, but I think that would make it weird,” Bailey said, and leaned back to eye her work. A little more off the left side, she decided, and raised the scissors. “Keep your eyes closed.”

The eye shut again. “That’s what would make it weird?” Chloe wondered.

“Are you throwing stones from your glass house?” Bailey asked, gratified when Chloe winced.

“Okay, fair point. I’m just saying, baggage and history can bite you in the ass, and I don’t want to see you get hurt.”

The hair even now, Bailey switched the scissors for the comb. “Well, you don’t have to worry, because I’m not going to.”

“Famous last words.”

Bailey laughed and, satisfied with the cut, laid down her scissors and comb and reached for a bottle on the shelf next to the mirror. “Come on, Chlo, it’s just sex.”

“If it was just sex, you could do it with anybody,” Chloe pointed out.

“Fair point,” Bailey conceded. Rubbing her hands together to warm the product she’d poured into her palm, she smoothed it through Chloe’s short cap of blonde hair, using her fingers to fluff and separate so the thick, shining strands lay artfully tousled and spiky over Chloe’s forehead. “You can open your eyes now.”

Chloe’s lashes fluttered up, the dread in her eyes replaced by pleasure. “It looks great, Bails.”

“Told you.” Pulling the towel out of her apron pocket, she wiped her hands, then began brushing hair off the protective cape. “You’d think you’d trust me by now.”

“I do trust you. I just have haircut trauma.”

“You hate change.”

“That, too.” Chloe waited for Bailey to unsnap the cape from around her neck and whisk it away, then slid out of the chair. “You know, you talk about sex a lot.”

Bailey pulled the broom from the corner and began to sweep. “Talking about it is the next best thing to doing it.”

“But you’re not talking about this.”

“Sure, I am.” Bailey swept the hair into a neat pile quickly and efficiently, scooped it into the dustpan, and set both aside. “I’m talking about it now.”

Chloe shook her head, her newly shorn tresses shifting, then falling neatly back into place. “You’re talking about Nash, not the sex. Not the fantasy. There’s more to it than just a simple gang bang, isn’t there?”

Bailey glanced around the salon. She knew they were alone—she’d locked the door behind the last of her employees half an hour ago—but it was automatic. She was no shrinking violet, and normally she wouldn’t care who heard her talking about her sex life. But this was different. It was personal, and it was private.

And it was important.

“It is a gang bang,” Bailey said. “But it’s also a little more.”

“You don’t have to tell me,” Chloe began, and Bailey shook her head.

“It’s not that.” Bailey reached back to untie her apron. “I’ve just never told anybody about it, not the details. Except Nash.”

“Is that the reason you want him for this?” Chloe guessed. “Because you don’t have to explain it to him?”

Bailey let out a short laugh. “Yeah, I guess it is. Partly, anyway.”

“Do you want to talk about it?”

Bailey glanced at the clock. It was a quarter after six, and she’d told Nash she’d be home by seven. “I have to close down. Mop the floors, clean the sinks, close out the payment system.”

“I’ll mop and clean, you deal with the payments,” Chloe declared. “Then we’ll hash it out.”

“You never want to hear about my sex life,” Bailey said, amused.

“And I still don’t, but this is important to you.” Hands on her hips, Chloe looked around. “Where’s the mop?”

“Supply closet in the bathroom,” Bailey told her. “It’s one of those automatic deals that squirts the cleaning solution on the floor.”

“Aces,” Chloe decided and headed for the bathroom. “Do the payments,” she called back over her shoulder.

“Yes, ma’am,” Bailey murmured and, shaking her head in bemusement, walked to front desk computer to close out the day’s sales.

It didn’t take long—there weren’t any cash transactions to deal with, just electronic, and by the time she was finished reconciling everything, Chloe had done the floors and moved on to the shampoo bowls. To make things go faster, Bailey joined her, and explained.

“Is it a BDSM thing?” Chloe wanted to know once she’d explained.

“Kind of, I guess?” Bailey rinsed out the sink she was cleaning, then wiped it dry with a clean towel before moving down the line to the next. There were only four sinks, so Chloe had shifted to wiping down the bottles of shampoo and conditioner on the shelves. “Not in a beat me, whip me kind of way, but the giving up control, being used, that’s pretty Fifty Shades.”

Finished scrubbing the second bowl, she turned on the water to rinse. “And come to think of it, I wouldn’t mind being tied up. But I guess it’s more of a free-use fantasy than BDSM.”

“Do I want to know what that is?”

Bailey searched for the right words. “It’s kind of like, ‘you can use me anytime you want, any way you want, and I won’t object or say no because I like it’.”

Chloe looked thoughtful. “Okay, that’s kind of hot.”

“I know.”

“And I can see why you need someone you trust.” Chloe replaced the bottle of shampoo she’d just wiped down on the shelf, nudging it so it lined up with the others. “But there has to be somebody besides Nash.”

Bailey shrugged, pulling the hose out to aim the spray at the front of the bowl she was rinsing. “If there is, I can’t think of him.”

“Okay, then,” Chloe said with a decisive nod.

“Okay, what?”

“You can have Jesse.”

 




Chapter Four

Bailey nearly sprayed herself in the face. “What?”

“And Knox, but I think Jesse would be a better fit,” Chloe continued, and looked at Bailey. “He’s more playful, and he’ll do pretty much anything in bed.”

Bailey fumbled the water off. “Who are you and what have you done with my best friend?”

“Don’t get me wrong, I’m not thrilled about this.”

“You don’t say,” Bailey drawled, taking in Chloe’s expression. She looked like she was about to vomit.

“But you’re my friend, and—”

Bailey held up a hand. “Let me stop you right there. It’s a very generous offer, Chloe, and I’m honored and…” Horrified? Appalled? “Grateful,” she decided, “that you’d make it. But I can’t take you up on it.”

Relief made Chloe’s face go slack, then the stubbornness set in. “Sure you can.”

“No, I can’t. First, unless your relationship with Jesse and Knox is way different than you’ve led me to believe, I don’t think you have the authority to volunteer them for extracurricular sexcapades.”

Guilt flickered in Chloe’s eyes. “I was going to ask.”

“Second, you don’t want me to sleep with Jesse or Knox.”

Guilt slid into consternation. “Well, no, but—”

“And third, I don’t want to sleep with Jesse and Knox.”

Quick as a flash, consternation became outrage. “Why not?”

Bailey stared at her. “What?”

“You think you can do better?” Chloe demanded.

“Jesus, Chloe, get a grip.”

Chloe kept her outrage for about three seconds, then it melted into sheepish relief. “Sorry. I got carried away.”

“You think?”

Cheeks turning pink, Chloe stepped to the sink Bailey had just finished scrubbing and turned the water back on to rinse. “So, sue me for caring about you.”

Bailey just laughed and stepped to the last sink. “I love you, Chloe.”

“I love you, too.” For a moment they worked in silence, then Chloe sighed. “It has to be Nash?”

Bailey glanced up. Chloe stood watching her, blue eyes troubled. “Is this really bothering you?”

“You loved him so much,” Chloe said, twisting the towel in her hands. “And he hurt you so badly.”

“I don’t love him anymore.”

“That doesn’t mean he can’t still hurt you.”

“Maybe I’ll hurt him this time.”

“Is that what this is about? Payback?”

Bailey shook her head. “No, of course not. You know I don’t hold those kinds of grudges.”

“No,” Chloe admitted. “You don’t.”

“It really is just about the fantasy, Chloe. I always regretted not getting to have it, and Nash always regretted not giving it to me.”

Chloe blinked. “He said that?”

Bailey nodded. “I think doing this will give us both a kind of closure.”

Chloe snorted. “Closure via gang bang?”

“Stranger things have happened.”

“Like what?”

“Oh, I don’t know. Like wishing for a threesome and ending up with two boyfriends?”

Chloe’s cheeks burned pink again. “I don’t think that’s stranger.”

“Eye of the beholder.” Finished scrubbing, Bailey turned on the water to rinse. “Come on, finish up. I have to go talk to my ex about closure.”

Chloe rolled her eyes. “Well, at least you’ve got a code word so you don’t have to keep saying gang bang out loud.”

“Gwen will be so relieved,” Bailey said drily. “Speaking of, how’s she doing?”

“Still in a mood.” Chloe lifted her towel. “What do I do with this?”

Bailey pointed at the bin in the corner. “Toss it in there, the laundry service will pick them up in the morning. Is this still about her mother visiting?”

“Gwen says that’s off. Apparently her next door neighbor is recently widowed, and Bonnie thinks she’s got a shot.”

“Ew.”

“I see your ew, and raise you a blech.”

Bailey led the way to the staff room, turning off lights as she went. “Do you think we should get her drunk and try to worm it out of her?”

“That’ll just make her mad. You know Gwen. She has to chew all the flavor out of a problem, then stick it in her hat.”

Bailey stopped at the locker where she kept her purse with a sigh. “And she’ll talk when she’s ready, and not a moment before.”

“Pretty much,” Chloe agreed. “Crap, I left my purse at your station. Be right back.”

She hurried out, and Bailey pulled her purse out of her locker. She was waiting at the back door when Chloe walked back in, her phone in her hand and a frown on her face.

Bailey pushed open the door. “Problem?”

“Hmm? Oh, nothing. Just my mom. She wants me to come over for dinner Sunday. Well, us.”

“You and the dynamic duo?” Bailey guessed, leaning against the door to hold it open while she dug her sunglasses out of her purse.

“Yeah.” Chloe stepped into the parking lot with a grimace. “She’s trying to ‘get to know them’.”

Shoving the sunglasses up her nose, Bailey let the door bang shut. “That sounds like fun, said no one ever.”

“No, but my dad’s decided he likes them, so it’s not complete torture. And Roman will be there for once.”

Bailey locked the door. “For once?”

“He usually works weekends, but he switched shifts with someone, so I’m playing the little sister card. His job is to distract Mom when she starts asking embarrassing questions.”

Bailey snorted. “How’s he supposed to do that?”

“He said he’s going to tell her he’s dating a forty-seven-year-old zookeeper whose specialty is elephant artificial insemination.”

Bailey laughed so hard she had to lean against the building for support. “Oh my God, I love your brother.”

“Me, too.”

Bailey wiped her streaming eyes, then leaned in for a hug. “Call me after dinner, I want to hear all about it.”

Chloe laughed and returned the hug. “I’ll take notes.”

Bailey pulled back. “Notes, hell. Take video.”

“I’ll see what I can do,” Chloe agreed and with a wave, started across the parking lot to her car. “Love you.”

“Love you, too,” Bailey said and with a relieved sigh, unlocked her car and slid inside. She wasn’t pleased that Gwen was still having problems, but at least it had distracted Chloe from her concerns about Nash.

Her reaction wasn’t unexpected—she’d been the friend Bailey had leaned on the most after the breakup, so she’d seen first-hand the devastation it had wrought. But the strength of those worries seemed out of proportion, and the weight of them was making Bailey uncomfortable.

Giving Chloe the deeper details of her fantasy had helped a little, she mused as she started the car and pulled out of the lot. If nothing else, those details had made it clear why it was so important to have someone she knew and trusted in charge of things. Hopefully it would put the bulk of Chloe’s concerns to rest, at least enough that she’d stop trying to get Bailey to change her mind.

Most of the after-work traffic had already dissipated, making the drive home short. Nash’s car was parked in the double driveway, so she pulled in beside it and gathered her things. Purse over her shoulder and keys in hand, she got out of the car and was climbing the front steps before she noticed Nash sitting on the porch swing.

“Jesus.” She stuttered to a stop, her heart in her throat. “You scared the shit out of me.”

“Sorry.” He nudged the floorboards with a bare foot, sending the swing into a lazy sway. “I thought you saw me.”

She forced herself to take the last step up onto the porch. “What are you doing out here?”

“It’s a nice night,” he said with a shrug. He wore canvas shorts ragged at the hems and a plain white T-shirt. One arm was slung over the back of the swing, and a bottle of beer dangled from his fingers. “Not too hot. I thought I’d enjoy it for a while.”

She jerked her chin at the beer. “I hope there’s more of that.”

“Plenty,” he said and held it out to her.

It was an unmistakable challenge—and to Bailey, irresistible. Her belly quivering with the thrill of it, she took the bottle, keeping her eyes on his as she lifted it to her lips.

The mouth of the bottle was warm, the beer icy cold. It slid down her throat smooth and easy, and when she lowered the bottle, a drop of liquid clung to her bottom lip.

She swiped her tongue out to catch it and handed the bottle back. “Thanks.”

The dimple appeared in his cheek, and he lifted the bottle in a silent toast.

“What’s for dinner?”

“I hit up the Colonel for a bucket,” he said, the dimple still winking in his cheek.

“Original recipe or extra crispy?”

“A mix.”

“Aw, you remembered.”

The dimple deepened. “How could I forget?”

“Did you get all dark meat?”

“No, but I’ll fall on my sword and eat the breasts.”

“Good enough.” She stepped across the porch and pushed open the front door. “I’m going to go change.”

“I’ll be here,” he drawled and lifted the beer to drink.

Enjoying the dance of nerves, the tingle of anticipation, she shut the door behind her and kicked off her shoes. She hurried through the house and up the stairs to strip out of the black jeans and T-shirt she’d worn for work, then dug into her dresser for a pair of shorts and a T-shirt.

Except there weren’t any shorts. With a muffled curse, she glanced at the hamper in the corner. She’d meant to do laundry yesterday when she’d gotten home from the hotel, but between mowing the lawn, dinner at her mom’s, and conversations with about gang bangs, she’d forgotten all about it. She pulled out a pair of capri pants, then shoved them back in the drawer. It was too hot for pants, so that left only one option.

The gray dress was wonderfully comfortable and marvelously cool. The T-shirt fabric was blissfully soft, skimming gently over breast and belly before falling to swing loosely around her thighs, generating its own breeze when she moved. It stopped just before her knees, an objectively respectable length, more’s the pity. She could’ve used an advantage in this upcoming conversation.

Crossing to the full-length mirror on the back of the bathroom door, she eyed the effect. The dress wasn’t as loose over her tits as she’d thought, and the fabric was thin enough that it didn’t completely obscure the texture of the lace bra underneath. Pleased, she turned to judge the back view.

“Lord, that’s a lot of ass,” she muttered, but she wasn’t mad about it. Nash had always loved her butt, even more than her boobs—which, for a girl used to guys going gaga over her F-cups, had been a pleasant surprise. He’d been her first ass-man, and she had yet to meet another so enthusiastic for her derrière.

Turning back around, she grabbed her hairbrush off the dresser. She’d left her hair down for work, the better to show off the cut and the streaks of color, but she wanted it off her neck. She brushed it out then twisted it up, securing it with a clip at the back of her head. Her bangs dipped down so the point of the subtle widow’s peak hit between her brows, and the purple color streaked throughout matched the colored contacts she wore.

She frowned at her refection. Her eyes were looking a little red, feeling a little gritty, which meant she needed to take the contacts out. The air in the salon was dry, and it wasn’t unusual for her eyes to be irritated after a work day. It wasn’t a big problem, but if she continued to wear the contacts it could turn into one.

She didn’t need them to see—they were strictly a fashion accessory—but she’d wanted to keep them in for tonight. An extra layer of armor for the coming battle.

But it wasn’t worth the irritation, so with a grumbling sigh, she stepped into the bathroom to take them out. When they were cleaned and stored away, she used the edge of one fingernail to scrape away at the mascara that had smudged under her eyes during the day. With her own hazel eyes staring back at her, she swiped on a layer of lip balm, then considered the bottle of scented body lotion on the edge of the sink.

She’d have to strip everything off to put it on, and it would be a waste, anyway—they weren’t going to fuck tonight. Flirt, certainly. Tease, probably. Maybe some kissing, some petting—and with that thought in mind, she ran a testing hand up her calf. Not baby smooth, she mused, but good enough, and made a note to add exfoliate and shave to her morning shower routine, just in case.

Because he did want to fuck her. He’d been shocked by her proposal—okay, her demand—and his innate sense of honor had led him to question both her sincerity and her sanity. But behind all the questions, all the are-you-sures and why-mes, he’d been aroused.

She knew him too well for him to hide that from her.

Of course, he knew her well, too, and the chances of her being able to hide anything from him were about as good as the chances of Gwen deciding to tell her mother to go jump in a gator-infested lake. Which is why she’d decided on a strategy of straightforward honesty.

About the fantasy, anyway.

Satisfied with both her appearance and her strategy, she left the bathroom and headed back down the open stairs to the first floor.

She could smell the chicken, but when she stepped into the kitchen, it was empty. Frowning, she glanced around, then saw the front door was open. Crossing the living room, she stepped back out onto the porch.

“What’s this?”

Sitting cross-legged on the blanket she kept on the back of the couch, the bucket of chicken and a couple of beers in front of him, he looked up with a smile. “Porch picnic.”

Intrigued, she closed the door behind her—no need to air condition the neighborhood—and stepped bare feet onto the blanket. “Seriously?”

“It’s a nice night,” he reminded her and held out a beer. “We can move inside if this doesn’t suit you.”

“It’s fine.” Taking the beer, she lowered herself to sit across from him. She mimicked his cross-legged position without thinking, belatedly remembering she was wearing a dress when he suddenly found the porch ceiling very interesting.

“Sorry,” she said with a smirk, and tugged her dress down to cover her crotch. “You can look now.”

His eyes dropped to meet hers. “Did you do that on purpose?”

“What, wear a dress so I could flash you?” She sipped her beer, amused at his reaction. “No, I assumed we’d be eating at the table, sitting on chairs.”

She assumed he decided that was an inarguable point and picked up his own beer. He glugged half of it in one go, then said, “Speaking of your crotch.”

She snickered and reached for the bucket of chicken. “Nice segue.”

“I try to be smooth.” He passed her a roll of paper towels. “So, about your fantasy.”

She glanced around. The sun was shining—would until after nine this time of year—and the neighborhood was far from quiet. Shouts of playing children rang out, music echoed from more than one house or yard, and across the street, two of her neighbors, out walking their dog, waved at her.

She waved back. “We’re really going to talk about this out here?”

“No one can hear us.” He reached into the bucket and pulled out a breast, extra crispy. “Give me a paper towel.”

She tore one off and handed it over, then tore another off for herself and dipped into the bucket for a thigh. “Okay, but keep it down, will you? I have to live in this neighborhood.”

His mouth full of chicken, he grunted, then swallowed. “What’s the magic number?”

“Magic number for what?” she asked, and bit into the chicken.

“For the gang in your bang.”

She grinned as she chewed, appreciating him. “Four, I think.”

“Four total, or in addition to me?”

Pleased he’d included himself, she tore off a bit of breading and popped it into her mouth. “Total.”

He nodded. “Okay. Am I picking, or are you?”

“You,” she said with a frown. “That’s the deal.”

“That was the deal in college,” he agreed. “I’m just making sure that’s still what you want.”

“It is,” she said, and to distract from the sudden heat that had nothing to do with the weather, bit into her chicken again.

“Okay,” he said agreeably. “Any criteria you want me to look for?”

She swallowed. “Well, they should be hot.”

“Naturally.”

She ignored his dry tone. “And discreet. No brag bros.”

His brow wrinkled. “What’s a brag bro?”

“You know, the kind of guy who’ll bang you and immediately tell all his buddies, or post about it on social media along with the pictures he took while you weren’t looking.”

Nash’s face went hard as stone. “Anybody tries to take pictures, I’ll beat his ass.”

“Glad to hear it,” she said and tried not to be turned on. He was so sexy when he was protective.

“Anything else?”

“Specifically?” She thought about it. “They should know the fantasy, be on board with it.”

“Mmm.” He chewed his chicken, his eyes narrowed slightly as he watched her. “How much do you want me to tell them?”

She blinked. “All of it.”

“Really?”

“Sure. How else are they going to do it?”

“Good point.” He reached for his beer. “When do you want to do this?”

“Yesterday,” she said promptly and smiled when he laughed. “I know it might take a while to find three people.”

“I have some ideas on that.” Thoughtfully, he drank. “I think I can get something set up in the next couple of weeks.”

She wanted to cheer with excitement, but just nodded. “Cool. Now, about these conditions.”

“I really just have one.”

She was down to the bones on her chicken thigh, and the little bits of breading and meat trapped between them. Eyeing him over it, she began to nibble them out, her eyebrows raised in question.

“Full honesty,” he said, his calm gaze unflinching when she scowled fiercely.

“I don’t lie, Nash.”

“Everybody lies, Bailey,” he countered, still calm. “Half-truths, prevarications, things you just don’t say that you know you should. If you want this experience to live up to your expectations, full transparency is key.”

Annoyed, she set the bones of her chicken thigh on her paper towel and dipped into the bucket for a leg. “You’re making this too complicated.”

“I’m trying to make it good,” he countered.

“Maybe I should’ve just picked up a bunch of guys in a bar,” she muttered and bit savagely into the leg.

“Too late,” he said cheerfully. “Come on, Bay. You know I’m right.”

The nickname threw her off. He hadn’t called her that since they’d broken up, and it felt overly familiar. She shook it off. “Yeah, yeah, fine. Full transparency.” She pointed the chicken leg at him. “But that goes both ways.”

“Absolutely.”

His smooth, unruffled demeanor was annoying her. “Any other questions?”

“Just one,” he said, his voice a calm counterpoint to the bite in hers. “Do you want veto power? Over the other participants,” he elaborated when she looked at him blankly.

“Oh.” She munched on chicken while she thought. She knew she should say yes—it would be irrational and reckless not to have a say over something like that—but part of her fantasy was about not having that power. “No.”

“You’re sure?” he asked, his eyes sharp.

She knew she was putting a heavy weight on him, but he’d bear it. “I trust you.”

Something like gratitude flashed in his eyes, for just a moment. Then he nodded. “Safeword?”

Trust was one thing, but foregoing a safeword would be beyond reckless. “I’ll go with my usual. You remember?”

His eyes glinted with mirth, the dimple popping in his cheek. “How could I forget? You’re the only person I know whose safeword is the name of a British girl-group from the eighties.”

She let out a delighted laugh. “It’s Robin’s fault. She played that shit so often.”

“You’re also the only person I know whose safeword comes from their mother,” he added drily.

“‘Bananarama’ is a perfect safeword,” she argued. “And that time I had to use it when we were staying at my folks’ house for Thanksgiving, my mom just thought we were arguing about music.”

“You made me shout ‘John Melencamp’ to make it believable,” he remembered with a grin.

“And she played Venus over breakfast to prove it was better than Paper in Fire,” Bailey hooted, laughing so hard she had to stop eating.

“Your dad knew something was up,” he said, his dimple deepening when his grin widened. “He gave me the stink eye all morning.”

“He knew I hated that damn band,” Bailey said with a final chuckle. “And he could probably hear us fucking. We were right next to the den, and he always watched the late shows.”

Nash grimaced. “You’re kidding.”

“He didn’t care.”

Nash just stared at her, and she grinned. “Okay, he cared. But he respected my autonomy, and he liked you.”

“Could’ve fooled me,” Nash muttered and lifted his beer.

“Well, as much as he could like a guy making his daughter shout ‘Bananarama’,” she amended, and snickered when he choked on the beer.

“Please tell me he didn’t know that was your safeword,” he wheezed.

“God, no.” She polished off her chicken leg while he sagged with relief. “I mean, I’m close to my parents, but I’m not that close.”

“Thank God.” He eyed her curiously. “How are they?”

“My parents?” She wrapped the leg bone in the same paper towel she’d used for the thigh, then tore another off the roll to wipe her hands. “They’re good.”

“Your mom still at City Hall?”

Bailey nodded. “And Dad’s still driving the truck.”

Nash’s lips twitched. “That doesn’t surprise me. Is he still collecting coffee cups from truck stops?”

“Yes, but Mom made a rule a few years ago forbidding duplicates, because she was tired of taking the extras to the second-hand store. So now he tries to take new routes, just so he can bring home a new one.”

“That sounds like Ben.”

“They thought you moving in here was nuts,” she blurted out.

Humor warmed his eyes. “I bet. Did they try to talk you out of it?”

“Not really.”

“Probably because they know arguing with you is an exercise in futility.”

“Probably,” she acknowledged. There was something in his eyes alongside the humor, and it was making the nerves in her belly dance. “Dad did say to tell you hello.”

“And your mom?” he prompted.

“Said to make sure your lease had an out clause.”

“Sounds about right.” He jerked his chin at the bucket. “Want any more?”

She always wanted more fried chicken, but she was no longer hungry. “No, I’m done.”

“Good. I want to see something.”

“What?” she asked.

He didn’t answer, just moved the bucket of chicken to the side, then did the same with her beer bottle before stretching forward until he was on his hands and knees. Balancing on one hand, he picked up the bones she’d wrapped in a paper towel and set it next to the bucket.

“What are you doing?” she asked curiously, nerves humming. He was so close, all but in her lap, and he should have looked ridiculous, down on all fours. Instead, he looked like a tawny lion stalking its prey, and no matter how silly she told herself that was, it still made her shiver.

His answering smile was sly, his voice a low rumble. “This,” he said and, leaning forward, took her mouth.

 

 




Chapter Five

Kissing Bailey was akin to licking a live wire. The shock of it rocked through him, shooting though his body in a lightning strike. Parts of him seemed to go numb, while others lit up like Christmas, leaving Nash dizzy and breathless and wanting more.

Her lips were soft, warm and damp where they’d parted in shock, and he could taste the beer and the chicken on her breath. Not exactly an aphrodisiac, but right now he couldn’t think of a sexier combination. Moving slow, giving her a chance to object, he swept his tongue out to dip between those parted lips, and through the rush of blood in his ears came her hitching moan.

He hadn’t heard that sound in over eight years, and it hit him like another lightning strike. Fighting to keep his mouth soft and his pace languid, he angled his head, rubbing his mouth against hers with the slightest of pressure, and wanted to crow in triumph when she parted her lips further in response.

The urge to take the kiss deeper was a physical thing, a desperate need. But he had a plan, a strategy, and he knew sticking with it would get him more than the temporary satisfaction of giving in to that baser urge. So he reined himself in, leashed the wild craving to plunge and plunder, and stroked his tongue into her mouth in a smooth, silky—and restrained—caress.

She sighed, her hands coming up to slide through his hair, and the sharp sting when she tried to tug him closer almost snapped his control. Plan, he reminded himself, strategy—and eased back.

Her fingers tightened, the slight pain in his scalp sharpening before her fingers loosened, and she blinked up at him. She wasn’t wearing the contacts she’d had in earlier, so it was her own hazel eyes he was looking at, hazy and blurred now with need. It was a familiar sight, achingly so, as was the twinge of regret.

“You stopped,” she said, a throaty accusation, and dropped her hands to her lap.

“I know,” he said and shoved regret aside. She looked befuddled and aroused and charmingly pouty—also a familiar sight when she didn’t get something she wanted.

She licked her lips, a light of challenge coming into her eyes when she saw him track the movement. “Why’d you kiss me?”

“I wanted to see something.”

“What?”

“If you could let someone else make the moves.”

She blinked. “Huh?”

“That’s a big part of this fantasy, right?” Shifting, he rose to his feet, pulling her up with him. She swayed slightly, so he kept a steadying hand on her elbow and lifted the other to her face. Moving slowly, carefully, he trailed his fingers down her flushed cheek, then pressed his thumb against her damp bottom lip. “And as I recall, you like to make the moves. Aggressive ones.”

Her eyes flashed, and she parted her lips to scrape her teeth against his thumb. “You liked me aggressive.”

He absorbed the jolt of arousal, the spasm of need, then dropped his hand. “Didn’t say otherwise.” He’d loved her aggressive.

“And I’m not going to lie there like some dead fish,” she began.

“Who asked you to?” he asked mildly.

Her mouth closed, opened, then closed again. Kind of, he thought with amusement, like a fish.

“But there’s a lot of room between aggressive moves and dead fish.”

She huffed out a breath. “I know that, Nash.”

“And though you say you want someone—me—to take control,” he continued, unfazed, “I’m not sure you’ve thought through exactly what that means.”

“What the hell are you talking about?”

“I don’t think you can do it,” he said bluntly.

“Excuse me?”

“I don’t think you can let someone else take control,” he said. “Call the shots, take the reins, be in charge. Make the moves. We were together a long time, Bailey, and I know you.”

Defiance shone in her eyes, in the stubborn line of her mouth, the angle of her chin. “We haven’t been together for eight years, Nash, and you don’t know me as well as you think you do.”

He leaned forward, brought his mouth within a hair’s breadth of hers, and whispered, “Prove it.”

For a moment, she just stared at him. He kept his gaze on hers, watching the emotions run across her eyes. Insult, irritation, that bright light of challenge. A hint of humor, because she knew he was fucking with her, at least a little. And with all of that, there was heat.

So much heat—her eyes all but glowed with it, the pink on her cheeks had deepened with it. Her breathing had quickened, and her breasts brushed against his chest as they rose with each inhale, fell with each exhale.

He waited, heart hammering, fingers metaphorically crossed, for her to either tell him yes or go to hell.

“You’re such a dick,” she finally said, and he figured it said something about him that the snipe in her tone made his dick hard.

Well. Harder.

“Is that a yes or a no?” he asked.

“You think I can’t give you control?” she challenged, stepping forward. The hem of her dress fluttered against his knees, her breasts pressed firmly into his chest, and her belly bumped, oh, so softly, into the hard ridge of his dick. “Well, I think you can’t take it.”

“No?” he managed while his head spun in a slow, dizzying circle.

“Nope.” The smirk he loved so much had twisted her full mouth, the battle light brightened her eyes. “So how about you prove it?”

He paused a moment to send his heartfelt thanks into the universe, chirped out a cheerful, “Okay,” and grabbed her ponytail.

She squealed, lurching in his grip. “Nash!”

“Shut up,” he said, steering her toward the front door. “I’m in charge.”

She was making a choking noise that he recognized as laughter, but he ignored it, reached past her to shove open the door, and pushed her inside.

She stumbled over the threshold, let out a squeak when he jerked her upright by the hair, and gasped, “Chicken.”

“The hell I am,” he countered and, resisting the urge to ask her if she was okay—she was still laughing, so he figured it was safe to assume she was—nudged her toward his bedroom.

“No, I meant the bucket,” she managed between giggles. “It’s still on the front porch.”

Shit. Frowning, he stopped short just outside his bedroom. “What happens if we leave it out there?”

“Racoons,” she said succinctly. “And also cats.”

Fuck. Scowling, he dragged her head back to peer into her face. “Stay here.”

“Okay.”

“I mean it. You don’t move from this spot. If you do, I’ll…”

“Spank me?” she suggested, eyes alive with laughter.

The idea was not without merit, but she’d probably like it. “Not let you come.”

“Rude,” she gasped.

“Are you going to stay put?” he demanded.

She bit her lip, but it did nothing to quiet the mirth in her eyes. “Is this where I say ‘yes, Sir’?”

“Just stay,” he ordered, and stomped back to the front door with her laughter echoing after him. He scooped up the bucket, blanket, roll of paper towels and beer bottles in his arms, dumped the whole lot on the kitchen table, and had her ponytail back in hand within fifteen seconds.

“You should put it in the refrigerator,” she told him as he walked her into the bedroom.

“Fuck the chicken.” Drawing to a halt beside the bed, he reached past her to snag the duvet and drag it off the mattress—he’d done enough laundry today—then grasped the hem of her dress and whipped it over her head.

Flushed and sparkly eyed, she turned to face him, hands on her hips, and struck a pose in her pretty purple lace bra and panties. “No, fuck me.”

He wanted to take a moment to savor the view. Eight years hadn’t diminished her beauty or her sex appeal—if anything, the years had only added to both. She was soft and round, breasts and belly, hips and ass thick and curvy, not an angle or edge to be found. He could sink into all that softness, those bountiful curves, and find both comfort and passion, a combination he’d always found unfailingly appealing.

And she knew it.

Giving himself a mental shake, he noted the gleam in her eyes, the smirk on her lips. Realizing he needed to regain the upper hand, he planted a hand on her sternum, between those magnificent breasts, and shoved. “I told you to shut up.”

She fell back on the mattress laughing, bounced once, then propped herself up on her elbows to aim that smirk at him.

But since she kept quiet, he let it go.

“Stay,” he warned, pointing a finger for emphasis, and crossed the room to let down the blinds on the windows. Since his bedroom faced the street, he thought it best, and he liked the dim cast they lent to the room. Light enough to see, but more intimate.

Turning back to the bed, pleased to see she was where he’d left her, he peeled his T-shirt over his head and frantically tried to come up with a plan. He’d thought as far ahead as getting her into bed—and had figured he had a fifty-fifty shot of making that happen—but now that he had her here, he wasn’t one hundred percent clear on what to do.

They’d played around with BDSM a bit in college, but neither of them had been particularly suited to it. He was no Dom, at least not a natural one, and the times he’d tried to act the part, they’d both ended up laughing instead of coming—which, if he wasn’t careful, was how this was going to end. But he’d learned a few things since he was twenty-three, including patience and restraint, which was good because looking at her now, he was going to need every drop of both he could muster.

Tossing the T-shirt aside, he reached for the fastening on his shorts. Her eyes tracked the movement, and he noted with satisfaction that the flush on her face had spread to her chest. She was just as in the moment as he was, thank God and, with his ego swelling, he popped the snap.

It made a tiny sound, barely noticed under normal circumstances, but in the quiet room it was like a hammer strike on a nail head. She blinked at it, gave a little humming sound of delight or anticipation, and when he drew the zipper down and dropped the shorts to the floor, her breath caught in her throat.

“Where is your underwear?” she choked out, her eyes locked on his bobbing dick.

“I didn’t want to waste time,” he told her, fighting to keep his voice even. The end of his dick was damp, sensitive, and the conditioned air was like cool fingers stroking.

“What, like you knew we were going to end up here?” she asked, outrage seeping into her voice as she finally raised her eyes to his.

“I told you. I know you.” He jerked his chin. “Get in the middle of the bed.”

“Asshole,” she accused hotly, but she shifted to the center of the mattress anyway, and he would’ve smiled if he’d had enough blood in his brain to direct his mouth to move.

“Panties off.”

She hissed like a feral cat, and he figured the odds were again about fifty-fifty that she’d tell him to go to hell. But there was heat along with the defiance blazing in her eyes, and after a glaring at him for a solid five seconds, she shimmied out of the purple briefs and tossed them over the side of the bed.

He kept his eyes on her face out of pure self-preservation, because if he looked at her pussy, he was a goner. “Up against the pillows.”

Eyes still flashing, she wiggled her way up the mattress, all the round, bouncy parts of her bouncing—that bra was doing nothing to restrain her tits—and he knew damn well she had her knees further apart than necessary, and when she finally sank into the pillows stacked against the headboard, she didn’t bring them back together.

“You sneaky slut,” he accused.

She just smirked. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“Uh-huh. Grab the headboard.”

The smirk deepened, and she stretched out her arms to run her hands over the smooth, sleek, wood panel. “How am I supposed to do that, exactly?”

“God, you’re a brat.” He fucking loved it. “Grab your hair.”

“No.”

“What happened to ‘I can give up control’?” he asked.

“Well, I could, but I didn’t shave my armpits.”

Jesus Christ, who cares? “Then put them behind your back.”

“You’re really making this complicated,” she complained, but obeyed.

He climbed onto the bed. “And keep them there.” 

The sparkling anticipation in her eyes turned to shock when he grabbed her knees and shoved them wide. “What—?”

“Shut up,” he said and, flopping forward onto his belly, shoved his face between her legs, stopping about two inches from the promised land.

She squealed and tried to jerk her legs closed, her thighs slapping against his ears before he managed to firm his grip and shove them wide again. Holding tight, he looked his fill.

God, he’d missed her pussy. So pretty and pink and gleaming wet, with a plump, fat clit that he’d once lived to suck on. She’d shaved her pubic hair completely back then, a practice she’d clearly abandoned. He found the thick thatch of ebony curls at the top of her mound fascinating and, curious, he let go of one knee to delve his fingers into it.

She made a sound, a kind of throaty exclamation, and he looked up from between her thighs. She was watching him, eyes dark and cheeks flushed, that Bailey smirk firmly in place.

He gave the damp curls a light tug. “You stopped shaving.”

“It’s a pain in the ass,” she replied. “Deal with it.”

Amused that she thought he couldn’t—or wouldn’t—he said, “Okay,” and dragged his tongue from her taint to her clit in one long, slurping lick.

He had the pleasure of seeing her eyes go hazy and her mouth go slack, erasing the smirk, and he wanted to keep looking at her face so he could savor every twinge of delight, every spasm of ecstasy. But her pussy was right there, the gorgeous, glorious taste of her in his mouth for the first time in eight long years, and he was too eager for more to spare even a second of his attention.

He’d look at her face when he was fucking her, he decided and, wedging his shoulders between her thighs, got reacquainted with her pussy.

She tasted as rich, as ripe as he remembered, like a decadent dessert, spicy and sweet. Her skin was soft, plump and hot with her arousal, and he devoured her like that dessert, licking and sucking and plucking with teeth and lips and tongue while she ground herself eagerly against his face, her little whines and pants and wails echoing above him, a familiar and beloved song.

He let it wash over him, let the joy of it rush through him. His own arousal was keen, a heady rush that would’ve left him shaky on his feet if he’d been upright, but he didn’t care. All his focus was on the woman in front of him, and the needy, greedy flesh between her thighs.

He knew that flesh as well as he knew his own, had dreamed of it, of her, more times over the years than he could count. Dreamed of having this chance again, to make her squeal and pant, clutch and cry, scream and come. He’d lived for her orgasms, for the way she’d fall apart, sweaty and shaky and incoherent with pleasure, clinging to him like he was the only thing holding her together.

He’d dreamt of those moments most of all.

She brought him abruptly back to the present when her hands slid into his hair, tried to drag his mouth up to her clit. With a warning growl, he bit her labia. “Behind your back,” he mumbled, his mouth full.

“Goddamn you,” she choked out, but her hands disappeared, and he rewarded her with a strong, hard suck on her distended clit before moving down to the open, dripping hole of his dreams.

He shoved his tongue as deep as he could, wiggling and jabbing and stroking against those sensitive inner walls, pushing his hands under her ass to tilt her up, and was rewarded by the first flutters of impending orgasm.

His dick was so hard it hurt, and he had to force himself not to grind against the bed. More than once while going down on her he’d gotten so turned on by the taste and feel—and the power trip of making her come—that he’d shot his load on the blankets instead of in her, and that was not going to happen tonight.

He was older now, wiser, more in control of his dick. In control of her, he reminded himself, and with that thought echoing, slowed the thrust of his tongue.

“No,” she choked out, ass bouncing in his hands as she thrust upward, trying to jam her crotch into his face. “Dammit, Nash.”

“Not in charge, remember?” he told her, and gave her clit a delicate lick that made her shudder before rising to his knees between her sticky thighs. He gave one of them a pat. “Stay put.”

“I fucking hate you,” she snarled.

He climbed off the bed, holding the grin until his back was turned, and walked to his dresser. “Sweet talker.”

“What are you doing?” she demanded.

He turned back, holding up the condom he’d gotten off the dresser. “Condom. Unless you want to go without?”

Her flush deepened, and under the lace of her bra, her nipples were rock hard. So that hadn’t changed, either.

She had a thing for come. Not a fetish, exactly, but given the choice and reasonable safety precautions, she much preferred taking a load bare to using condoms. They’d both enjoyed indulging that preference, until a birth control fail in their junior year had made them paranoid, and much more cautious.

He walked back to the bed, flipping the little foil packet over in his fingers. “What birth control are you on these days?”

She licked her lips, her gaze flickering from the condom to his face. “The permanent kind.”

He halted next to the bed. “Huh?”

“I got rid of my uterus a year and a half ago.”

The condom slipped from his fingers to flutter to the floor. “Seriously?”

“And my fallopian tubes. I kept my cervix. And my ovaries.”

“How?”

Exasperation sparked in her gaze. “The usual way, with surgical tools and anesthesia.”

“No, I mean how did you finally manage to get it done?” he wondered. The doctor she’d had in college wouldn’t even consider it when she’d asked.

“Do you really want to discuss my reproductive health history right now?” she demanded.

He kind of did, because it was interesting, but he could ask those questions later. “Nope. Just need to know if you want me to wear a condom.”

“When was the last time you were tested?”

“Beginning of the month,” he told her, and left out the part that he’d done that with just this scenario in mind. “All clear.”

“Any partners since then?”

He shook his head. “You?”

“Annual physical a week ago,” she said. “I’m good.”

“Last partner?” he prompted.

Her eyes flickered. “A while ago.”

“How long is a while?”

Now she sighed, a sound of exasperation and annoyance. “Like a year.”

He grinned. “No wonder you’re ready to go off like a rocket.”

“Would you just shut up and fuck me already?”

“Okay,” he said agreeably. “With a condom or not?”

“Not.”

“Aces,” he decided and climbed back on the bed.

She slid her hands out from behind her back to reach for him, and he clucked his tongue. “Uh-uh. Keep your hands where they are.”

She shoved them back underneath her with ill grace. “Were you always this big an asshole and I just didn’t notice?”

He knelt between her splayed thighs and took his dick in hand. “You were always in charge, so it never came up.”

“You liked me in charge,” she accused, her breath hitching when he edged closer, bumping his penis against her swollen clit.

“No argument.” She was so hot, so wet, and the deep pink opening between her glistening labia beckoned like a siren’s song. He managed through sheer power of will to keep from thrusting deep and pumping away like a mad man. “You can be in charge again next time.”

“What makes you think there’s going to be a next time?” she challenged through gritted teeth.

He guided his penis in a slow circle around her clit, down over slick and swollen flesh to rest at that hot little hole, fluttering and clutching at him as if desperate to suck him in. “Please,” he said with a smirk, just to see her eyes flash. He waited until she opened her mouth to blast him, then angled his hips and slid balls deep.

Whatever snarky, snippy words had been set to fly out of her mouth died on a long, throaty moan, and he watched her eyes roll back with a swelling ego and a throbbing dick. She was hot and snug around him, her pussy rippling and pulsing as she adjusted to his invading length, and he wanted to move more than he wanted his next breath.

He fought the urge and kept still, his hands resting lightly on her trembling knees, until she blinked her eyes open to stare at him with hazy lust.

“Nash,” she said, her voice a husky rasp of need.

He wanted to lean down, cover her quaking body with his, take her swollen and eager mouth. But he knew if he did, he’d be lost. So he stayed where he was, kneeling between her splayed thighs, his hands light on her knees and his dick throbbing deep inside her. “What?”

“Move,” she urged, and pumped her hips to punctuate the demand.

“Sure,” he said agreeably and, pleased by the surprise that flickered across her flushed face, slid out of her to a slow count of ten. When only the tip of his penis remained inside her and she was writhing in frustration, he pushed forward, just as slowly, and didn’t bother to hide his grin at the frustrated rage in her expression.

“I’ll throw you out of the house,” she warned breathlessly.

“I have a lease,” he reminded her cheerfully, and ground his pelvis against hers in a tight circle, just for fun, before beginning his slow retreat once again.

Her jaw clenched, and the determined light that brightened her eyes had him biting back a laugh. She was going to try to outlast him, and he figured she’d have him by the balls if he hadn’t jerked off in the shower twenty minutes before she’d gotten home.

As it was he had to fight for control, and not just because he knew he could drive them both to orgasm in half a dozen hard, fast strokes. Being inside her again was like coming home, and his emotions were so close to the surface it was all he could do to keep them in check. Only the knowledge that it would be too much, too soon, kept the words locked behind gritted teeth, and he distracted himself from the almost unbearable ache in his heart by feeding the one in his loins.

In and out, so slow it was like torture, over and over until he was covered in sweat and panting with the effort to keep from breaking. He wanted to come so badly he could taste it, and the only thing that kept him from giving into it was the pure joy of watching Bailey unravel beneath him.

She was a hot, beautiful mess.

Sweat rolled down her temples to soak into her hair, had her bangs clinging to her forehead. Her face was flushed, her eyes dazed and bright with both challenge and need. She still had her hands tucked obediently under her, but her arms were flexing, shifting, and the constant movement had caused her bra strap to slide down her right arm to the elbow. The lacey edge of the bra’s cup had caught on her nipple, giving him a tantalizing glimpse of puckered areola while still shielding the rest of her breast, and he suddenly couldn’t stand it.

He reached down with both hands and yanked at the lace covering her breasts with a violence that belied the slow, torturous thrust of his hips, and she gasped. Her breasts, big and soft, bounced with her instinctive jerk, the big brown nipples thick and stiff. They made his mouth water, and tired of denying himself, he swooped down and tried to fit her entire right breast into his mouth.

“Shit, shit, shit,” she chanted while desperate need pounded in his blood and the feel and taste of her flooded his mouth, a thousand memories flooding his mind. “Goddammit, Nash, fuck me faster.”

He released her breast with a pop and took a moment to admire the teeth marks, the nipple even harder and gleaming wet. “No.”

She let out a thin scream. “I hate you.”

“Uh-huh,” he said and attacked her other breast.

She arched, shoving her breast deeper into his mouth and her hips hard into his measured, methodical thrusts, lifting one leg to hook around his hip. Her heel dug into his ass and she ground against him, little grunts sounding in his ear. To keep her still, he dropped his weight on her, grabbed her wet right nipple and pinched.

Her sharp yelp blasted his ear drum. “Hey!”

“Stop trying to take charge,” he muttered into her breast.

“I’m dying,” she wheezed, and thumped her heel into his ass as though he was a stubborn horse refusing to walk. “You’re going to have to tell my mother you fucked me to death.”

He lifted his head to grin at her. “We all gotta go sometime.”

“Bastard,” she said and thumped him again. He pinched her nipple harder in retaliation. She squealed, and her pussy rippled around his dick. Hard.

When he was sure he could speak without stuttering, he drawled, “Well, that still works.”

“I will kill you,” she warned.

He just grinned and pinched her nipple again, and his groan mingled with hers when her pussy clenched like a fist.

“Don’t you want to come?” she asked when she had her breath back.

He turned his mouth back to her nipple, lapping at it while he toyed with its twin. “Yeah.”

“Then for God’s sake, fuck me.”

With a last lick and pinch, he scooted up until they were belly to belly, face to face. “Give me your hands.”

Relief sparked in her eyes, and she yanked her hands out from under her. He grabbed them, wove his fingers through hers, and stretched her arms above her head.

Eyes wide, she tried to pull free. “What are you doing?”

“Fucking you,” he told her, and suited actions to words.

He wasn’t moving much faster than before, but now, with his body glued to hers from hips to nips, it was so much more intense. His firm belly slid slickly against her soft one, his chest against her breasts. Her pussy was so wet, his dick so slick that every time he pulled out, every time he slid in there was a soggy slap, a soft squelch. The sound made him smile, made her blush. And pushed both of them closer to orgasm.

“Fuck, Bailey.” He nuzzled her cheek, dragged his tongue to the corner of her mouth. “Your pussy is so goddamn wet I could swim in it.”

“Smooth talker,” she managed. Her breath soughed out, mingling with his. Her eyes were heavy, her cheeks flushed. Under his restraining hands, her muscles flexed. “Nash.”

“What, baby?” He brushed his lips over hers, softly, gently, then lapped with his tongue. “Tell me.”

“I need to come.”

“You will,” he promised. His hips plunged and retreated at the same unhurried pace, flesh sliding slickly against flesh. “You can.”

“I won’t, I can’t.” She sobbed it, desperation giving the words a ragged edge. Her body strained under his, arching and twisting. He simply dropped down to pin her in place. “I need more.”

“You don’t,” he crooned. His hips continued to grind while he held her down, slow and steady, stroking her into madness. “You can come like this. You’re so close.”

She shook her head frantically, her hair a mad tangle on the pillow.

“So close,” he repeated, shifting to put his mouth to her ear. “You think I can’t feel it? Your pussy is grabbing my dick like it owes you money.”

She choked out a ragged curse and curled her fingers so her nails dug into the back of his hands. The sharp sting threatened to pierce his control, forcing him to bear down with gritted teeth to keep the same steady, even pace.

“You’re gonna fucking come, Bailey,” he told her and prayed he was right. He was hanging on by a thread, that feathery sensation dancing up his spine, over his balls. If he wanted to make his point, he needed to find a way push her over without giving in.

Her eyes were wild. “No.”

“Yes.” He caught her gaze and hoped dirty talk was still one of her triggers. “You’re going to come just like this, that beautiful pussy squeezing this load out of me while I fuck it into you. You’re gonna feel every spurt, every shot—”

She started to shake, thighs trembling, her arms vibrating. Her belly was rippling, breasts heaving. And her pussy had become a clutching, pulsing vise.

“—every hot, thick, drop of my load when I shoot it into you.”

Sharp little mewing sounds emerged from her throat, Bailey’s I’m coming alert, and Nash felt both sharp satisfaction and giddy relief.

“That’s it, beautiful, you’re almost there,” he urged, digging his knees into the mattress for extra leverage. Her eyes were wide, her mouth open as she panted. Then she went still, her pussy clamping down so hard he thought she might tear his dick off at the root, then her cunt was battering him with pulsing spasms, her body shaking with pleasure.

Undone, he buried his face in her hair and followed.

 

 




Chapter Six

Bailey lay on Nash’s bed, under Nash’s body, and tried to remember the last time she’d come that hard.

She couldn’t.

She also couldn’t remember the last time she’d been that mad at somebody who’d made her come that hard. Hate-fucking wasn’t her usual style—if she hated someone, why would she give them the privilege of fucking her?—so being mad and horny at the same time had been a new experience.

And okay, it was hard to argue with the results. And she wasn’t mad anymore, since the orgasm had drained the temper right out of her. Along with her energy and dignity, since she was still spread out under him like a spatchcocked turkey and felt no particular urgency to rectify the situation.

But that was no reason to let him off the hook.

“That,” she declared with as much authority as she could muster, “was a lousy thing to do.”

“Which part was lousy, exactly?” he mumbled into her neck, where he’d face planted after he’d shot her full of jizz. Which, now that he was soft inside her, was starting to dribble out. “The part where you came your brains out?”

“Don’t change the subject.” She wanted to wiggle and flex to increase the rate of ooze, but he’d know what she was doing.

He yawned, rubbing his jaw against her throat. “What was the subject, exactly?”

He hadn’t shaved the beard off yet, and the rough scrape of whiskers against sensitive skin made her want to purr. Trying to focus, she lifted her shoulder to nudge his head. “You fucking me like a Galapagos tortoise just to make a point.”

“You liked it.”

“I did not.”

“Did, too,” he argued and yawned again. “Your pussy is still twitching.”

He was right, dammit, but she didn’t have to admit it. “Don’t you fell asleep on me.”

“Ten minutes,” he mumbled. “Twenty, tops.”

“Forget it,” she told him and bucked her hips to drive the point home. His penis slipped out of her, followed by a warm flood of sticky, goopy jizz.

He chuckled and lifted his head to look at her with smug, sleepy eyes. “I wondered how long it would take you.”

“Shut up.” Ignoring the delightful ooze between her thighs—it had been so long since she’d felt comfortable enough with a lover to forego condoms, and she’d missed that slow, slick trickle—she narrowed her eyes at him. “Can you get off me?”

“I could,” he said easily. “I’m pretty comfortable, though.”

“Yeah, well, I’m not,” she said, lying without hesitation. Having him nestled on top of her, her pussy dripping from him, was bringing on feelings like contentment and affection, and while most of that was no doubt due to the truly spectacular orgasm, a wise woman didn’t push her luck. So she raised an eyebrow and tried to project annoyance through the post-orgasmic bliss. “Do you mind?”

“A little,” he said, the dimple popping in his cheek and his eyes twinkling, but he let go of her hands and eased off her to rest on his haunches between her knees. His gaze traveled leisurely down her body, lingering on her breasts and belly before finally landing between her splayed thighs, and the lazy twinkle warmed.

He reached out a hand, swooped one finger through the fluid pooling between her labia, and lifted it between them. “Baby,” he drawled, “you’re a mess.”

“You’re the one who came like a firehose,” she reminded him and told herself it was impossible to want him again this soon.

“You’re welcome.” He turned his hand, watching his finger shimmer and drip in the light, then held it out. “Want?”

More than she wanted her next breath, but she shook her head.

“Huh. I guess some things do change.” Watching her, he lowered his hand to her stomach. She held her breath while he wiped his finger clean on her belly, letting it out slowly when his hand dropped away.

“Did you just paint your initials on my belly in come?”

He grinned and climbed off the bed. “Don’t worry, it’ll wash off.” He stretched, reaching his arms up, and let out a satisfied grunt. “God, I feel good.”

“So glad I could help,” she offered, annoyed. She wasn’t sure she could move yet without help, and she desperately missed the warmth and the weight of him.

That she’d been the one to tell him to get off was neither here nor there.

He lowered his arms, still grinning, and headed for the door. “Okay if I take a shower first?”

“Help yourself,” she told him, trying not to notice how delicious his penis looked, wet and glistening and bouncing gently against his thigh. It was flaccid, still thick but small enough she could fit the whole of it in her mouth, where she could play with it until he was ready to fuck her again.

Forget it, she told herself, and forced herself back to the conversation. “I’ll use the one upstairs.”

“Oh right, I forgot you added a bathroom up there.” He paused at the doorway to look at her. “You okay?”

Absolutely not. “Fine,” she answered and fixed a mildly curious expression on her face. “Why?”

“You haven’t moved,” he pointed out.

“Just making sure you have a nice big wet spot to sleep in,” she said sweetly, and listened to him laugh until the bathroom door shut behind him.

And since he’d be at last ten minutes in the shower, she decided to close her eyes, rub out another quick orgasm, and add to that wet spot.

 

When he got back to his room, she was gone.

He was disappointed, but not surprised. Even with her breath still shuddering and her heart still hammering from the orgasm, he’d felt her start to pull away. He’d wanted to linger, to snuggle into her warm, damp curves and savor her, and the connection forged by shared pleasure.

But the way she’d begun rebuilding her defenses with sarcasm and snark had made it clear she didn’t feel the same. So he’d heeded her nudges, hidden his emotions behind a casual cheer, and, ignoring the picture she made sprawled out on his bed—her bra pulled down to expose her breasts, her legs spread to expose her pussy, her hair a tangled mess on his pillow with her face still flushed and eyes still heavy from orgasm—had taken himself off for a cold shower.

He’d shivered through the soaping, scrubbing and rinsing, then given himself a pep talk while he rubbed himself dry. He’d nearly lost his head in there, seduced by the thrill of having Bailey naked and willing after so many years of longing and wishing, and he needed to remember that sex was only part of the goal.

A big part, he admitted, eyeing the wet spot on the sheets with satisfaction, but it wouldn’t do to forget the rest. He pulled a pair of boxers from the dresser and tugged them on, then pulled the sheets off the bed. Resolving to deal with the laundry tomorrow, he tossed them at the hamper in the corner and pulled a set of clean sheets from the bottom dresser drawer.

He put them on, then scooped the duvet off the floor and spread it over the mattress before flopping down on the bed.

The pillowcase, which he hadn’t changed, smelled like her hair.

Unabashed, he turned his face to it. God, he’d missed her, missed her snark and her smirk and her laugh, missed the way the gold flecks in her eyes went bright when she was aroused, and her voice seemed to settle in the back of her throat when she was threatening him with bodily harm if he didn’t make her come already.

He nestled deeper into the pillow, breathing her in. The eight years they’d been apart had wrought their changes, of course, but so much was the same. She was still boldly, unapologetically sexual, brazenly demanding, fearlessly honest—at least when it came to sex. But she was keeping her emotions behind a carefully constructed shield, and that was a change he hadn’t expected.

She’d never hidden her emotions before. Whatever she’d felt, she’d shown, no matter how messy or inconvenient or socially unacceptable. He’d never had to guess how she felt, never had to read between the lines or interpret subtext—if Bailey said she didn’t care if he went out with his friends, she didn’t care. If she said she liked her birthday gift, she liked it. And if she was pissed at him, she told him precisely why, in explicit terms, along with exactly what she expected him to do to fix it.

Coming from a family where passive aggressive communication was the norm and reading between the lines and interpreting subtext were survival skills, it had been something of a culture shock. And once he’d gotten used to it, he’d loved it.

So to see her so closed off was a shock, and he wondered idly if the change was systemic, or just for his benefit.

His guess was the latter. She wasn’t entirely comfortable with him, despite her breezy manner. There was a wariness about her, like he was a stray cat she was petting, and she wasn’t sure if he was going to purr under her touch or try to scratch her eyes out.

Since he had the same sense of wariness about her, he could relate.

He turned his head to stare at the ceiling and wondered if he was making a mistake. Trying to win back the love of his life by facilitating her fantasy gang bang was, well, unorthodox, to say the least. But it was the path that had been presented to him, and he was going to take it. And if she saw it as a way for him to make amends for the wrong he’d done all those years ago, so much the better.

He glanced at the bedside clock. It was still early, still light out, and he could hear Bailey’s footsteps overhead in the converted attic bedroom. He thought about getting dressed, going out to the living room and turning on a movie, just to see if she’d join him, then decided against it. Better to lay low for the rest of the night, and keep her wondering.

So he reached for the book on the bedside table, a murder mystery he’d picked up in the London airport. Thumbing through the pages, he found where he’d left off, and with a last glance at the door he’d left ajar, plumped up the pillows and settled back against the headboard.

Deciding the next move had to be hers, he settled in to read.

 

* * * *

 

He woke up with her mouth on his balls.

He thought he was dreaming at first. His dreams had always been vivid and hyper-realistic, so the wet heat and gentle suction engulfing first one testicle, then the other, didn’t penetrate his sleep. Neither did the throaty purr that hummed erotically along his nerves—it just blended into the dream, all lazy pleasure and erotic delight.

But when she sucked harder and scraped her teeth, ever so carefully, against the tender skin that tethered his balls to his body, his eyes shot open.

Her low laugh vibrated his nuts. “Finally. I was starting to feel irrelevant, here.”

He fought to swallow, blinked his eyes clear, and lifted his head. She was crouched between his spread thighs, her dark hair a tousled halo around her head. She wore an old T-shirt that had slipped down to expose one smooth shoulder and a wicked grin that he could only half see around the spear of his dick.

She angled her head to peer around it, her eyes dancing with a combination of laughter and lust that brought back a thousand memories. “Were you dreaming?”

“I thought I was,” he managed through the thickness in his throat. God, she was magnificent, bold and bright and everything he’d ever wanted. “Why are you sucking my balls?”

“Because I like it.” Holding his gaze, she dipped her head to wiggle her tongue between them in a teasing lick. “And because it’s my turn.”

He struggled to think. Difficult, since there was no blood left in his brain. “Your turn for what?”

“To be in charge.”

“Oh.” Her teeth scraped against his sac again, and he gave up trying to think. “Okay.”

She laughed again, a sound of unabashed delight that was almost as arousing as her hot, wet mouth. “You always were a man of few words when your balls were in play.”

“Blagarharah,” he agreed.

“Is that code for ‘please keep sucking my balls, Bailey’?” she wondered.

He would have answered—hell, he would’ve begged—but she was already slurping and sucking and nibbling away, humming with a kind of sadistic glee that thrilled him to his core. She was feeling her power, reveling in it, and he wished he could see her eyes, just to watch her bask in the glory of it all. He almost pulled her up by the hair tangled around his dick to do just that. But that would snatch her power away, and he would’ve suffered the fires of hell before he did that.

Her mouth was hot and wet, her hands firm on his thighs. She’d curled her fingers so her nails, kept short and neat for her work, dug into his skin, and the faint bite was just one more sensation piled on top of so many. Memories flooded in, grabbing him by the balls just as much as she did, tangling remembered joy and stinging regret. Determined to focus on the joy, he shifted his thighs, spreading them wide so she had unfettered access, and the gesture of surrender brought another wicked laugh.

She burrowed under his balls to stroke her tongue over his taint. The firm touch had his eyes rolling back in his head and a ragged groan tearing from his throat, and his dick twitched so hard he nearly came. “You’re such a slut, Nash,” she said, delight making the words a song, and stroked again.

“Okay,” he agreed, more than willing to accept the title, and since he couldn’t spread his legs any wider, lifted them up and hooked his hands behind his knees to pull them back.

“And shameless,” she tsked, her obvious glee taking the bite out of the rebuke. “A shameless, wanton slut.”

“Uh-huh. Lick my ass.”

“No.”

He didn’t need to see her face to know she was sneering—it was clear as klaxons in her voice. “Why not?”

“Because,” she replied, and pressed her thumb against his asshole.

God, it felt good. Really good. Push-him-to-the-edge-of-orgasm good. But it wasn’t her tongue, and it wasn’t enough. “This is payback, isn’t it?

“What was your first clue?”

“Fuck.”

“Eventually.” She wiggled her thumb, working the tip—thank God she kept her nails short—into the puckered opening. “When I’m satisfied that you’ve been appropriately punished.”

He licked his lips. They’d gone bone dry. “What am I being punished for, exactly?”

“Oh, I think you know.”

“You came, didn’t you?”

“I did,” she agreed, and the sadistic glee was back in her voice. “Doesn’t let you off the hook.”

He lifted his head, but all he could see was the cloud of her hair around his dick, and her body stretched out, face down on the bed. The T-shirt had ridden up to expose her bare ass, and she was kicking her feet lazily in the air. Like she hadn’t a care in the fucking world.

“That was necessary. You know, for your fantasy.”

Her head popped up at that, one narrowed eye peering at him from the cloud of hair. It was bright with arrogance and righteous indignation. “So it was, what, a purely an academic exercise?”

He started to lie, then remembered the honesty pledge. “No, I really wanted to fuck you.”

Indignation turned to satisfaction. “I know.”

“But I really was worried you wouldn’t be able let someone else take control.”

“Blah, blah, blah,” she drawled and wiggled her thumb a fraction deeper. Her thumb was wet with spit, but spit wasn’t lube, and that tiny sliver of thumb felt enormous.

“You’re a sadist,” he accused hoarsely.

“Nope, just vindictive,” she said cheerfully, feet kicking.

He let his head drop back onto the pillow with a groan. Hope kept his legs in the air. “Please?”

“Oh, begging.” The sadistic glee was back. “I like the begging. Please what?”

“Shit, I forgot.” He shook his head to clear it while she laughed so hard the bed shook. “Wait, I got it. Please lick my ass?”

“Very polite,” she praised. “No.”

“Don’t you have to work today?” he asked desperately and turned his head to check the bedside clock.

“Not until noon. Plenty of time. Ask me again.”

The pillow was blocking his view of the clock, and though the blinds kept the room dim, he could tell the sun was up. Which didn’t tell him much—in June, the sun was up by six o’clock. Which meant it could be hours before she’d have to stop torturing him to go to the salon.

Hours.

He sucked in a breath and prepared to beg. “Please, Bailey, lick my asshole?”

“Better,” she mused. “If I do, will you come?”

He blinked at the ceiling. “Well, yeah.”

“Can’t.”

“What?”

“Can’t come. I’ll lick your ass, but if you come, I’m going to be really, really mad.”

He swallowed. His mouth was dry as the Sahara. “What happens if you get really, really, mad?”

“I sit on your face and you lick my ass until I come.”

His grin was so big it actually hurt his face. “Your terms are acceptable.”

She snorted out a giggle and landed a playful slap on one upturned butt cheek. “Then hitch up, slut.”

With scrabbling hands, he got a firmer grip on the backs of his knees and boosted his hips up. His knees were all but in his ears, his dick drooling onto his chest. Her hands cupped his cheeks, bracing to take some of his weight. He felt the tickle of her hair against his thighs, the dance of her breath warm against his balls. Then her tongue was there, slick and hot, right where he wanted it.

His ragged groan mingled with her happy sigh. His hands tightened painfully on his legs as she licked and slurped and nibbled—he had no idea how she managed the nibbling, the angle should’ve made it impossible—and he began to shake, his whole body vibrating with the pleasure racing through him. The tingle started at the base of his spine, just a whisper at first then building, his balls tightening with the gathering orgasm.

He pushed his ass at her face, wanting it, racing for it, then blinked when he found himself humping air.

“What?” he began, picking up his head to see where she’d gone—she wouldn’t leave him hanging on the hairy edge, she wasn’t that much of a bitch, surely—dropping his legs to the bed as he started to sit up.

But she hadn’t gone anywhere, she was still there between his legs, rising up first to her knees then climbing on top of him. Grabbing his dick in one hand and sinking her hot, wet pussy down on it in one smooth, slick motion.

He collapsed back on the bed, speechless and breathless. When he finally found his voice, it was thin with shock. “What happened to eating ass until we both come?”

“Changed my mind,” she breathed and began to rock.

He watched her move while sensations battered him. Her hot cunt on his dick, the cool air on his wet balls, his wet asshole. The warm, firm weight of her on top of him, her soft thighs spread over his hips. She still wore the T-shirt, so he could only picture the curve of her waist, the thrust of her breasts. They swayed under the thin cotton, heavy and round, and he wanted his hands on them.

But he wasn’t sure of his moves, and this was her show. So he kept his hands to himself.

“Wanted you inside me,” she continued, her face half obscured by her tangled mass of hair.

“You wanted my load inside you,” he said, forcing a playful tone. He wanted to grab her and hold her so close he wouldn’t be able to tell where he ended and she began. Wanted it so much he had to grit his teeth to keep from taking it.

Her movements stuttered to a stop, and dismay flickered in her eyes. He opened his mouth—to say what, he had no idea, he just knew he needed to take that stricken look out of her eyes. But then it was gone and she was moving again, swiveling her hips in a way that stole his breath and scattered his thoughts.

“That too.”

He wanted to push her hair out of her face so he could see her, wanted the T-shirt gone so he could touch her. He kept his hands fisted in the sheet at his sides and ached. “You feel so good, Bay. So fucking good.”

“Yeah? You like that pussy?”

That wasn’t what he’d meant, but… “Yeah. Hot, wet. So fucking tight.”

Eyes gleaming, she did something magical with her internal muscles that made her even tighter.

“You’re killing me,” he groaned.

“Good,” she said, managing a smirk through the panting. “Can you still do that thing?”

He had to blink the sparks out of his eyes to see her clearly. “What thing?”

“The thumper thing.”

“The— Oh.” He realized what she was talking about and choked out a laugh. “Yeah, I can still do it.”

She waited a beat. “Well? What are you waiting for?”

“Gimme a second,” he muttered, struggling to focus. “And stop moving, it’s distracting.”

“So sorry,” she said with sarcastic sweetness. But she stilled the rocking motion of her hips, her hands resting his belly, and waited.

So he concentrated, tightened the muscles in his abdomen and pelvis, then flexed. And his dick went thump in the tight tunnel of her pussy.

She let out a gurgling laugh, a sound of pure delight, and her pussy tightened reflexively around him. “Again.”

He did as she ordered, thrilling to the joy and pleasure on her face, riding his own at the snug grip of her pussy. He did it again, and again, tightening and flexing his muscles to make his dick move inside her, thumping against her sensitive inner walls until muscle fatigue set in.

She looked down at him, cheeks flushed and eyes bright, hair hanging down to curtain her face. “I always loved it when you did that.”

“I know,” he said, and forced one last bounce out of his tired abs.

“Fuck, Nash.” She leaned forward, hands pushing into his abdomen, and began to move again.

He moved with her, digging his heels into the bed to push up. Her head dipped forward, her hair dragging across his bare chest. The tickling sensation made him twitch, and she raised laughing eyes to his.

She slid her fingers over his belly to rest below his ribs. “Still ticklish, huh?”

“Don’t even think about it,” he warned.

“Big talk.” She was breathing hard, her skin dewy and damp, her eyes heavy. The gold flecks in her irises were glowing. “How are you going to stop me?”

It was a fair question. She wasn’t ticklish at all, which was grossly unfair, but she had other weaknesses. “I’ll pull out and come on the floor.”

“I’m on top,” she pointed out.

“I’m stronger.” To prove it, he grasped her hips beneath the shirt and picked her straight up and off his dick.

It slapped against his belly, and she poked her lower lip out in a pout. “Give it back.”

“No tickling,” he said firmly, arms quivering as he held her up.

“I won’t tickle if you don’t come on the floor,” she countered.

“Deal.” He lowered her a fraction. “Put me back in.”

She reached down, grasped his penis, and aimed it at her hovering pussy. He eased her down, savoring the warm, slick slide, then swept his hands up her body, dragging the T-shirt up and off.

She made a grab for it. “Give me that.”

He tossed it across the room. “No.”

“Beast,” she accused.

“I thought I was a slut.”

“Beastly slut,” she said, and he would’ve laughed, but she leaned down, planted her hands on the mattress on either side of his shoulders, and began to fuck him in earnest.

Within moments he was bucking to meet her, their bodies slapping together in rhythm with the creaking of the bed. Her breasts hung down, brushing his chest, and unable to resist, he took them into his hands.

He cradled them, took their weight. Her nipples stabbed into his palms, and he could feel the racing thump of her heart. “Is this okay?”

She nodded. “Harder.”

“Like this?” he asked, and carefully tightened his grip.

Her hips picked up speed. “Just like that.”

Seeing the pleasure light her face, he almost came right then. Gritting his teeth, he fought it back—she needed to go first. It was just good manners, and besides, he wanted to see it. The way her eyes would go cloudy right before they slid closed, the way her body would shiver and shake. Her pussy would clutch and flutter and pulse, feeling like hot butter around him, slick and wet and—

His dick jerked warningly, and he frantically tried to think of something to keep himself from coming. Quarterly reports, baseball statistics, the time his great-aunt Alice had pulled her false teeth out of her bra at Thanksgiving dinner, popped them in, and ordered him to pass the corn.

“Whatcha thinking about?” Bailey panted, hips pumping, tits bouncing in his hands. “Baseball?”

He grunted out a negative response and tried not to death-grip her tits. “Great-aunt Alice.”

Her laugh was pure triumph. “That close, huh?”

“Shut up,” he ordered. If she talked about it, he’d lose his tenuous grip on control. “Hurry up and come, would you?”

“Seventy-five percent of women cannot come from vaginal penetration alone,” she informed him loftily, no small feat since she was panting like a sprinter. “We need direct clitoral stimulation.”

“Sit up and I’ll give you some.”

“No, I like this angle.” She slid up, then down, grinding her hips in circles against his groin. Her moan was deep, vibrant. “It’s working for me.”

For him, too. The tingle at the base of his spine was sharper, the pressure in his balls building. “I’m not going to last,” he warned.

“Just a few more seconds,” she begged, her pussy slapping wetly down on his groin. Up, down, circle, grind. Up, down, circle, grind. “Just a few more.”

He was hanging on by a thread, hands all but fisted on her breasts, his body taut beneath her with the effort of holding back. “Fucking get there, dammit.”

“Almost.” She ducked her head, pressed it against his chest. Her belly rubbed against his, the slick slide one more sensation added to the pile. “Almost.”

He suffered through one more thrust, two, but on the third he muttered, “Fuck it.” He peeled his right hand off her breast, worked it out from between them to skate it down her back, over the curve of her humping ass. Her cheeks were spread wide, the pucker between them easy to find and so slick with her arousal that his finger slid to the first knuckle before she even knew what he was doing.

Her head came up on a shriek that made his ears ring, but it didn’t matter because in the next moment she was coming, cunt spasming, body jerking, and with a shout, he let his own orgasm loose.

 

 




Chapter Seven

Bailey lay with her head on his chest and wondered when her brilliant plan had gone awry.

It had been a simple plan—crawl into his bed, seduce him awake, then make him suffer, payback for the night before. But somewhere in there she’d gotten distracted.

“I blame your penis,” she mumbled into his chest.

“You mispronounced ‘thank’,” he rumbled back.

The snort escaped before she could stop it. “No, I didn’t,” she said and lifted her head to look at him.

He was sprawled out under her, eyes closed, with one arm flung out to the side. His hair was tousled, and the beard covering his jaw looked like someone had scrubbed their hands through it, making it stick up in short, bristly tufts. He was sweaty, red-faced, and he had sleep crusties in his eyes. The combination should’ve made him look unattractive and unappealing, but instead he looked dead sexy.

The asshole.

“Are you calling me names in your head?” he asked without opening his eyes.

She stuck her tongue out at him, just because she could, then stiffened her arms to push herself up and off him. Or started to, before she realized he still had a finger stuck up her butt.

“You can take your finger out of my ass, now,” she informed him.

He opened one eye, alive with amusement. “What if I don’t want to? My finger is very comfortable.”

“While I’m happy to hear that—”

His other eye popped open. “Are you?”

“One does like to be a welcoming hostess,” she said primly, and had to bite back a grin when he snorted out a laugh.

“I need my butt back,” she prompted. She wiggled her ass for emphasis and almost pushed his penis out of her. She held her breath for a second, anticipating the gush of fluid that would accompany his expulsion, but he stayed lodged inside her.

“Fine,” he said with a sigh, and carefully slid his finger free.

The sensitive muscle twitched, sending a spasm of delight through her, and she had no doubt that he felt the echoing pulse of her pussy on his still-penetrating penis.

Pleasure flashed in his eyes. “Still love the butt stuff, I see.”

“So do you,” she pointed out and sat up. He shifted inside her, almost slipping out again, but once again managed to stay put.

Eyes gleaming, he tucked his hands behind his head. “Butt stuff is awesome.”

“No argument.” She raised her arms over her head in a long, lazy stretch. “Where’d you put my shirt?”

“Hmm?” His eyes were fixed on her breasts, lifted high by her extended arms.

“My shirt,” she repeated and lowered her arms quickly, making her boobs bounce and his eyes glaze over. “Where is it?”

“How the hell should I know?” he murmured, eyes still trained on her breasts, and lifted a hand. He was a whisper away from touching her when he stopped and lifted his gaze. “Can I?”

“Your dick is still inside me,” she said, amused. “I don’t think you have to ask.”

“Yes, I do,” he said, and for a moment he was as serious as a judge. Mouth unsmiling, eyes solemn and patient as he waited for her answer.

But her throat had closed off, emotion she didn’t care to examine too closely thickening it, and she couldn’t answer. So she shrugged, feigning a nonchalance she didn’t feel, and made her boobs bounce again.

A small smile curved his lips, but his eyes stayed serious. He moved that last little bit and touched her, tracing one finger around her nipple. It had gone soft with the dissipation of arousal, but when he drew his finger gently around the sensitive skin, it began to pucker and tighten again.

He made some sound in the back of his throat, like a hum or a faint groan, the sound infused with delight. “I love your tits.”

“I know,” she said, forcing a smug note into her voice. She had to, or she’d melt into a puddle right there in his lap, and then where would she be?

Oblivious to her inner turmoil, he flashed a grin. “They’re great tits.”

“I know that, too.” She had to make him stop touching her, or she’d melt into that puddle and completely lose the upper hand she’d come down here to regain. “Where’s my shirt, Nash?”

Eyes glued to her nipple, he waved his hand. “Over there, I think,” he said absently, clearly unconcerned, then began tracing her other nipple with the same delicate touch.

Ignoring it, she turned her head. Her T-shirt lay on the floor between the bed and the door, too far away to reach. “Well, shit.”

“Problem?”

She looked back at him. He was staring at her breasts like they were the most fascinating thing he’d ever seen, rapt and absorbed. He had both hands on them now, cupping them gently while his thumbs circled and stroked over the now puckered tips.

It felt really nice, and it was turning her on again. Him too—he was starting to thicken inside her. Which meant it was time to go.

“Not for me,” she answered, brushing his hands away. “But you’re going to be doing laundry again.”

The disappointment on his face turned first to confusion, then to understanding, and he shrugged. “So? I don’t have any plans for the day.”

It was on the tip of her tongue to ask why. He had plenty of friends, most of whom shared his enjoyment of outdoor sporty things, and she would have assumed that someone would’ve invited him to go biking or hiking or herd sheep on a sunny Saturday in June. But she bit the words back—it wasn’t her business.

So she braced her hands on the thick slab of his abdomen and lifted herself up. His penis flopped out of her to slap wetly against his groin, still mostly soft but quickly becoming otherwise—she should’ve said no when he’d asked to touch her boobs, dammit—and then came the gush.

She hovered there for a moment, balanced on his belly, and watched the puddle form. Thick, viscous fluid, hers and his, mingled into a shiny little pool next to his stiffening penis. She wanted to swirl her fingers through it, rub it over her skin. Rub it over her nipples for him to suck off, rub it onto his thickening erection for her to suck off. Scoop it up on her tongue and pass it back to him in a kiss.

But instead she just watched until the gush became a trickle, then the trickle an occasional drip. When it seemed she was empty—or close enough—she climbed off him, off the bed, and scooped her T-shirt off the floor. She pulled it over her head, letting it settle into place before looking back over her shoulder.

Hands tucked back behind his head, he watched her with hooded eyes. The puddle on his belly was spreading, his dick almost back at full staff. It was harder than it should have been to take a step toward the door, then another. She’d much rather crawl back into bed and let him make a mess of her and the sheets again, then cuddle up and fall asleep until it was time to go to the salon while he slept in the wet spot.

He’d always slept in the wet spot.

But that would upset the balance again. She’d already gotten her revenge—such as it was—taken back her power, balanced the scales. So why didn’t she feel balanced and powerful?

Ignoring the fist squeezing her heart, she worked up a casual smile. “See you later, Nash.”

“See you later, Bay.”

The nickname had that fist squeezing a little tighter, but she just sent him a saucy wink, and with the last little bit of come sliding down her inner thigh, sauntered out the door.

Heading for the stairs to her bedroom, she concentrated on putting one foot in front of the other. She needed a shower, then she was going to take herself out for a diner breakfast, where she would flirt with the waitress and eat ridiculous amounts of bacon and pretend she hadn’t felt fragile and strangely weepy for a moment back there.

And she definitely wouldn’t think about how, when the fragile, weepy feeling came over her, all she’d wanted to do was crawl back into his arms.

 

* * * *

 

She went out for breakfast, flirted with the waitress, and read a book on her phone in an effort to avoid her own thoughts before heading to the salon. She was booked solid with back-to-back appointments, and a handful of walk-ins kept her too busy to think about Nash.

At least enough to tell herself she’d successfully put him out of her mind.

After work—which ended an hour later than it should have, thanks to the final walk-in—she took herself to a movie. She’d thought about dropping in at The Wild Orchid, where Chloe was tending bar and Gwen was waitressing. But Chloe would take one look at her and know she was brooding, and then she’d pry, and then she’d say I-told-you-so, and Bailey wasn’t in the mood to hear it.

So she went to a movie she didn’t want to see, ate too much stale popcorn with fake butter, and pulled into her driveway just before midnight.

Nash’s car wasn’t there.

She sat in the drive for a moment, her headlights illuminating the spot his Jeep had been in when she’d left the house that morning, and tried to battle the sudden and unwelcome flood of emotion with logic.

He was a grown man, and they weren’t in a relationship. He didn’t have to tell her when he was going out, or when he’d be back. He didn’t have to tell her anything at all, and she had absolutely no right to be upset that he wasn’t home.

Upset was too strong a word, but then none of the others were any better. Disappointed implied she’d hoped he’d be there, but if that were true, she wouldn’t have spent the last three hours avoiding her own damn house on the assumption that he was. Distressed was too close to hurt, and sad was just so altogether unacceptable that her mind instantly rejected it.

She decided on annoyed as she shoved out of the car and stomped up the walk. She was annoyed that she’d spent the evening out, watching a boring movie and eating shitty popcorn that would surely give her gas, for no reason. She was irritated because she could have been home with her feet up, eating cold fried chicken and watching old episodes of House Hunters International, sneering at Americans moving to Amsterdam who complain that the laundry’s in the kitchen and there’s no parking for their Cadillac Escalade.

And she was exasperated that he’d told her that he hadn’t had plans, when that was clearly untrue.

Clinging to annoyed, irritated and exasperated, she let herself into the house. The living room lamp was on, casting a welcoming glow, which only served to further annoy.

The worst part was that it was her own fault. She’d had some kind of mental lapse that morning, a nostalgia-induced fit of feelings that was both highly inappropriate and wholly unwelcome, and because it had taken her by surprise she’d acted like a virgin with a first crush. Which was ridiculous.

She was a grown woman, dammit, and it was just sex. Good sex, granted—maybe even great sex—but sex just the same, and she was letting it twist her up.

“Fuck that,” she announced, loudly enough it echoed in the empty room. Okay, so they had history, and a connection, but she couldn’t let the emotions linked to what they’d once had influence what was happening now.

Because what they’d once had was over, and had been for a long time. And there was no getting it back.

Pain came at the thought, a quick stab under the heart, then it was gone. No, they couldn’t get it back, and neither of them could be who’d they’d been back then, even if they wanted to.

And that was just fine, because she didn’t want the then. She wanted the now, where Nash was just a friend making good on a promise, and she wasn’t in love with him anymore.

Because loving Nash had been the best thing she’d ever done, and the hardest thing she’d ever had to stop doing, and the pain of that could not be borne again.

Never again.

“Never again,” she said out loud, and with a resolute nod, turned off the living room lamp. A petty move, maybe, but it made her feel better. Then she walked through the dark, empty house with her dark, empty thoughts, and went upstairs to bed.

 

* * * *

 

Nash didn’t see Bailey on Sunday. He’d left early to meet his parents and grandparents for brunch, something they tried to do once a month, and he’d made plans with friends to bike some of the trails outside of town after. They’d gone for beers and burgers after the ride. It had been after midnight when he’d gotten home. He decided to take it as a positive sign that she’d left a light on for him this time, and though he hadn’t heard a peep out of her, he’d somehow known she was still awake.

He’d stood at the bottom of the stairs for long moments, the need to be with her warring with his better instincts. He knew that if he climbed those stairs, she wouldn’t turn him away. But he also knew it would allow her to convince herself that sex was all they had between them.

So he’d taken a shower, keenly aware that she was lying in her bed listening, and had gone to bed alone.

He didn’t sleep well, plagued by dreams that mixed the present and the past, and was groggy and out of sorts when the alarm went off the next morning.

Working from home at least meant he didn’t have to scramble to get ready. So in the boxer shorts he’d worn to bed, he shuffled out to the kitchen in hopes of caffeine.

He stumbled into one of the dining room chairs, cursed when he stubbed his toe on the table leg, then froze when he saw Bailey at the counter, pouring a cup of coffee.

The salon was closed on Mondays, so he hadn’t expected her to be up yet. But she was dressed in crisp purple shorts that matched the streaks in her hair and a white tank top, those dangerous curves on full display, and her hair in a thick French braid down her back. Her feet were bare, the toes painted to match her shorts and the streaks, and when she turned, a cup of coffee in one hand and toast with peanut butter in the other, he saw she’d added the purple contacts.

“You okay?” she asked.

“Huh?”

“Your foot.” She gestured with the toast, then took a bite. Her mouth was unpainted, still puffy from sleep, and he was suddenly very awake.

“Ah, yeah.” He flexed his foot, wincing at the stabbing pain in his big toe. “Fine.”

She took another bite, chewed slowly, then swallowed. “There’s coffee if you want some.”

“Thanks,” he managed, not moving. He wasn’t sure he could. “Um. You’re up early.”

She crossed to the table, choosing a chair opposite where he stood, and sat down. “I’ve some errands to run, and I want to get them done before it gets too hot.”

He thought it would be better with her sitting, when he couldn’t see her ass or thighs, but he now had a direct view down the scoop neck of her tank top. He fought to keep his eyes on her face. “Want company?”

Her eyes met his over the peanut butter toast, and he’d have given his left nut to be able to read them. But the contacts were a very effective shield. “Don’t you have to work?”

“Yeah,” he said, feeling foolish. “But I don’t have any meetings today. I can log in whenever.”

“I’ve got it, but thanks.”

“Okay,” he said and forced himself to cross the room to the cabinets. Maybe coffee would jump start his brain.

He pulled down a mug and grabbed the pot. He poured and gulped.

“It’s hot,” she warned a second before he spewed coffee all over the counter.

“No shit,” he wheezed and, mouth scalded, reached for the paper towels. He mopped the counter, tossed the paper towels into the sink—fuck it, he’d put them in the trash later—then took his coffee cup to the table and collapsed into a chair.

“You hungover?”

He wished he was—at least then he’d have an excuse for how awkward and clumsy he was being. “No.”

Her eyebrows shot up at the snap in his tone, her mouth quirking in amusement. “Okay.”

The smirk just made his dick harder, and knowing he couldn’t do anything about it didn’t improve his mood. “Sorry,” he managed. “Rough night.”

Something flickered in her expression, almost like a wince, then was gone. “Hit the town, did you?”

“Did a ten-mile bike ride,” he said and took a cautious sip of coffee.

She wrinkled her nose, and the expression was so familiar he almost smiled. She’d never fully understood his enjoyment of the outdoors, or his love of climbing on a mountain bike and tackling a rough trail. He’d talked her into joining him once, on what he considered an easy ride on a short trail, and she’d threatened to kill him twice in the first mile. By the second she was barely speaking to him, and when they’d started the third she’d stopped her bike and refused to go any further. Only the promise of a thorough massage once they got home—and the fact that the only way to get home was to keep going—had convinced her to finish the three and a quarter mile ride.

“What’s so funny?” she asked, and he realized he was grinning.

“I was just remembering the time I talked you into a ride on Willow Creek Trail.”

She held up a hand, palm out. “We do not speak of it.”

His grin widened. “Drama queen.”

“Do you know how many mosquito bites I got on that bike ride?”

“Yes, because you made me put cortisone cream on every last one of them.”

“Damn right, I did,” she said tartly, but her mouth had softened, and even with the contacts shielding her eyes he could see they’d gone misty with memories.

He risked a little push. “And then you said you were too sore to move, so if I wanted sex I had to do all the work.”

“And work you did,” she drawled, raising her coffee mug in a toast.

Relief widened his grin, and he tapped his mug to hers. “It was my pleasure.”

“And speaking of your pleasure…”

He choked on his coffee, coughing and sputtering, and barely managed to keep from spitting all over the table.

When he could breathe again, he pointed an accusing finger. “You do that on purpose, I know you do.”

Her smirk had a wicked edge. “I have to have some fun.”

“I thought you did that on Friday. And again on Saturday.”

The smirk fell away and her body went stiff, and when her gaze dropped to the table, alarm bells began clanging in his head.

“Or am I not supposed to bring that up?” he asked, keeping his voice mild out of sheer will.

As he’d hoped, the gentle poke had her gaze rising to his. He still couldn’t read her eyes, damn those contact lenses, but her expression turned haughty and her chin came up.

“Oh, you can bring it up,” she all but purred, arrogance in every word. “You’re just not going to get it anymore.”

So profound was his relief that she was acting like herself again that it took him five full seconds to understand her meaning. And because he’d expected exactly this, he had to suppress a smile. “Cutting me off, are you?”

She blinked in surprise, and he had to bite the inside of his cheek to keep the smile off his face.

“Not completely,” she said, and he had to give her points for a quick recovery. “You still have the gang bang.”

He kept silent, wanting to hear the story she’d decided to tell herself.

“But I don’t think we should…”

“Fuck unless there’s other people in the room?” he finished.

The look she shot him was pure queen to peasant. “If you’re going to be a dick about it, you can forget the gang bang, too.”

He spread his hands, the picture of cooperation and deference. “I’m just trying to understand.”

“I just think if we’re going to be roommates, we need boundaries.”

“Okay, I get that. I do,” he insisted when her eyes narrowed. “Sex complicates things, doesn’t it?”

“Yes,” she said slowly, distrust all but dripping from the single syllable.

“We’re not lovers, after all,” he continued. “Just friends these days, right?”

“Just friends,” she echoed.

“No sense blurring those lines,” he said cheerfully, and punctuated the words with a decisive nod. “We’re agreed, then. No more sex.”

“No more sex,” she echoed faintly, then raised a finger. “Except the gang bang.”

“Except the gang bang.” He angled his head. “Unless you want me to bow out.”

“No!”

“I can still set it up,” he continued, and thought he should probably feel a little guilty about how much he was enjoying the panic in her voice. But he was only human. “Just not participate. You know, to keep those lines clear.”

She shook her head, and there was real distress on her face. “I need you there.”

A spreading warmth that he recognized as hope bloomed in his chest. “Then I’ll be there.”

She stared at him for a moment, then nodded. “Thank you.”

“It’s my pleasure,” he said quietly.

The tension in her body eased, and her lips curled into a smirk. “Yes, it will be.”

There she is, he thought, and chuckled. “Speaking of the gang bang, I have a question.”

“Shoot,” she said, picking up her coffee.

“You mentioned hiring a sex worker.”

“That was my backup plan, if you didn’t want to do it.”

“Did you have anyone specific in mind?”

She set her coffee down to eye him with curious interest. “Yeah, actually. Chloe has a friend.”

He was glad he’d already finished his coffee, or he’d be choking on it again. “Chloe is friends with a sex worker?”

She snorted. “He’s not a Nazi, Nash.”

“I didn’t mean it like that. I was just surprised, that’s all. Chloe’s pretty straight-laced.”

“Chloe’s in a polyamorous relationship with two bisexual men,” Bailey reminded him. “People change.”

He raked a hand through his hair. “I guess so.”

“And anyway, Sawyer’s more their friend than hers.”

“The boyfriends’?” he clarified.

She nodded. “Although she did almost hire him for a threesome.”

He just stared for five full seconds. “I don’t know what to do with that information.”

She laughed, beautiful and vibrant and so goddamn alive it almost hurt to look at her. He ordered himself to focus. “Have you met him?”

“Sawyer?” She shook her head. “I’ve seen his picture, but we haven’t met.”

“Any objections to me getting his contact from Chloe?”

She blinked. “You want to hire Sawyer for my gang bang?”

“You seem surprised.”

“I am, a little. I thought you’d tag a couple of your bike riding pals for this.”

“They’re bike riding pals, not fuck-my-ex-girlfriend pals,” he said drily.

She laughed again, pleasing him.

“I did consider them,” he admitted. “But if they break the rules I’d have to kick their asses, and then I’ll have to find new friends, and who has time for that? Less complicated to go with a professional.”

“But expensive,” she warned, still chuckling. “We were going to crowd fund his fee for Chloe.”

Now he grinned. “Seriously?”

“She didn’t have a couple of grand lying around to spend on dick, so yeah.”

That was steeper than he’d expected, but not by much. “Was that for just him, or him plus whoever was going to be the third in the threesome?”

“That was the ballpark estimate for two.” She angled her head. “Just so you know, I don’t have a couple of grand lying around to spend on dick, either.”

“My treat,” he said and risked a wink. “I owe you, remember?”

Her lips curved in amusement. “How do you plan to claim that expense on your taxes?”

He thought about that for a second. “Entertainment?”

She rose from the table on a laugh. “If you can get it past your accountant, more power to you. Do you need anything while I’m out?”

He watched her carry her coffee cup to the sink, resigned to suffering. “No, I’m good.”

“Then I’ll see you later.”

“Later,” he echoed, keeping the easy smile on his face until the door had closed behind her. Then he let out a slow, careful breath, and looked down at his lap. “Looks like we’re on our own, buddy.”

 

Bailey closed the front door behind her on a curse. She’d just shot herself in the foot. Or the pussy, as it were.

She’d slept like shit, tossing and turning until finally, with the early morning sunlight peeking through the curtains and her mood somewhere between sleep-deprived-grumpy and stepped-on-Legos-barefoot-mad, she’d made a decision. If sleeping with Nash was going to disrupt her life to this extent, it wasn’t worth it. So she’d tell him that sex was off the table—with a gang bang exception—and if he didn’t like it, well, that was just too damn bad.

She walked down the front steps to her car, bouncing her keys in her hand as her thoughts swirled. She hadn’t been worried that he’d get pissy about it—that just wasn’t Nash’s style—but she had expected him to be disappointed. It was sex, after all—really good sex—and she knew damn well he wanted more of it. That he’d accepted being cut off with such easy cheer had thrown her off her stride, and when he’d offered to bow out of the gang bang she’d reacted without thinking.

She unlocked the car, wincing at the memory. So much for her play-it-cool-and-breezy plan. But she needed Nash for this, not just for the planning and execution, but as an anchor. Whoever he found to participate would be strangers, unknown to her, and she would be vulnerable.

Which was what she wanted, of course. Embracing the lack of control, the lack of power was the whole point of the fantasy—but she couldn’t do it without an anchor. Someone to keep her not just physically safe but emotionally grounded and centered in the experience.

There were only three people in the world she could imagine trusting to that degree. But since neither Chloe nor Gwen was an option, that left Nash as her only choice.

It was almost poetic, she thought as she climbed into the car, that the man who’d broken her heart was the only one she trusted to keep her safe.

The muggy heat that had built up in the vehicle slapped her in the face, disrupting her thoughts. Grateful for the distraction, she started the engine and cranked the air conditioning up to full blast. Then she turned up the radio to drown out any more uncomfortable thoughts and got on with her day.

 

* * * *

 

Nash took advantage of his flexible schedule to take a long lunch, and walked into The Wild Orchid just before one. He’d wanted to time his visit while there were still plenty of customers around, figuring Chloe would be less likely to stab him with a cocktail umbrella if there were witnesses.

He slipped his sunglasses off, letting his eyes adjust to the dim interior, and looked around. Most of the tables were full, but there were a handful of empty barstools. Tucking his shades in the neck of his T-shirt, he made his way over.

Chloe was busy with a customer at the other end of the bar and hadn’t noticed him yet, so he settled onto the stool and eyed the specials menu scrawled on the chalkboard. He was considering the pasta when he caught movement in the corner of his eye and turned to see Chloe bearing down on him.

Her hair was shorter than it had been in college, and he thought idly that the sleek blonde cap suited her pretty, pixie-like features and big blue eyes. Combined with her slim, delicate build, she looked like a woodland fairy—one that was currently contemplating murder.

No, that wasn’t quite right, he mused as he watched her approach. There was more disgust than anger in her expression, like he was something slimy she’d stepped in and had to scrape off her shoe.

Since it was exactly the reception he’d expected, he waited until she was standing in front of him to smile. “Hello, Chloe.”

“Nash,” she replied, the word short and clipped.

“How are you?”

“Fine.”

He waited a beat. “I’m also fine, in case you were wondering.”

“I wasn’t.”

He smothered a laugh and decided since friendly wasn’t working, he’d try the direct approach. “Still mad at me, huh?”

She bared her teeth in what he assumed was supposed to be a smile. He’d seen friendlier crocodiles. “How could you tell?”

“Lucky guess.” He glanced down at the pen she held, much in the way like the killer had held the knife in Psycho. “Are you going to stab me with that?”

“I haven’t decided yet.”

He nodded, appreciating the honesty. “Can I order some lunch while you decide?”

“Oh, sure,” she said with a wide smile and a gleam in her eye that told him whatever he ordered would come with the addition of spit. “What can I get you?”

“On second thought, I’ll just have a beer. In a bottle. Leave the top on.”

“Babe? Everything okay?”

Chloe glanced up, and everything about her went soft. He wanted to turn, to see who had put that dreamy look on her face, but he wasn’t at all sure her pen wouldn’t end up in his ear. “Yeah. I’m fine.”

“You don’t look fine.”

“I will be,” she said, looking at Nash again, murderous glare firmly back in place. “When this customer—” she spat the word out—“leaves.”

“Yeah?” There was a rustle as the newcomer sat on the stool next to Nash. “What’d he do?”

Nash risked a glance to his right. The man was looking at him with suspicion, brown eyes narrowed and scruffy jaw clenched. He had the tough build of a laborer, was almost comically handsome, and when he looked at Chloe it was clear he’d fight a grizzly bear if she asked him to.

One of the boyfriends, he decided, and began to calculate his chances of leaving this bar with all his teeth.

“He dumped my best friend.”

The boyfriend blinked and, to Nash’s surprise, let out a rumbling laugh. “Really?”

“Yes, so don’t be nice to him,” Chloe ordered.

“Okay.” Boyfriend turned his smile on Chloe. “You gonna kiss me hello or what?”

“I’ll give you or what,” she muttered, but she was smiling when she leaned over the bar and pressed her lips to his.

“That’s all I get?” he complained when she eased back.

“You were nice to him,” Chloe said tartly and turned on her heel to sail into the kitchen.

“Sorry.” Nash kept one eye on the swinging door. He wasn’t altogether sure she wouldn’t come back with a knife.

“You should be,” Boyfriend said mournfully. “I’ve been looking forward to that kiss all morning.” He eyed Nash curiously. “Who’d you dump, Bailey or Gwen?”

“Bailey,” Nash replied. “Eight years, three months, and thirteen days ago.”

There was a blink of surprise, then realization. “You must be Nash.”

Nash laughed. “I guess my reputation precedes me.”

“Reputation.” The man grinned. “That’s a good word. I’m Jesse.”

Nash took the offered hand just as Chloe came swinging through the kitchen door.

She glared at Jesse. “What did I just say?”

Jesse dropped his hand, but kept the grin. “I’m just being polite.”

“Well, stop.” She turned to Nash. “Are you eating?”

With an internal sigh, Nash decided a little spit never hurt anyone. “What’s good?”

The smile she gave him was so sharp it could’ve cut glass. “Oh, it’s all good.”

Jesse disguised a chuckle as a cough, and Nash picked an item off the chalkboard at random. “I’ll take a Reuben.”

“That sounds good,” Jesse chimed in. “I’ll have one, too.”

“Fine. Drinks?”

“Just water for me.”

She nodded at Jesse, eyes warm, then looked back at Nash. “You?”

He wondered idly how frost could grow that fast. “I’ll have that beer. Whatever’s good in a bottle.”

Looking annoyed, she reached into a cooler and came up with a bottle. She popped the top, plunked it down in front of him, then added a bottle of water for Jesse with markedly less violence. When she walked away to stab at the screen on the register with an angry finger, presumably to put their orders in, Jesse raised an eyebrow.

“You know she’s going to spit in your food, right?”

Nash lifted the beer. “Oh yeah.”

“It’s pretty rare for Chloe to be this mad,” Jesse mused.

“Well, I was a jackass.”

“That must have been some first-class jackassery.”

Since it was true, Nash just shrugged. “Bailey’s forgiven me.” Mostly. “I guess Chloe hasn’t.”

Twisting the cap off his water, Jesse drank. “Well, she loves Bailey.”

“Can’t argue that.” Nash turned to Jesse. He’d intended to go through Chloe for Sawyer’s contact information, but that looked like a dead end. And Bailey had said that Sawyer was more Jesse and Knox’s friend than Chloe’s. “I know this is going to sound odd, since we just met, but I need a favor.”

Jesse looked pained. “You don’t want me to go to bat for you with Chloe, do you?”

“No.”

“Because you seem like a nice guy, but I don’t want to sleep on the couch.”

Nash chuckled. “No, it’s not that. I was hoping to get your friend Sawyer’s contact information.”

Surprise flashed in Jesse’s eyes, followed closely by wary suspicion, and Nash continued.

“I was going to ask Chloe, but…” He nodded down the bar, where she was slicing limes with a savagery that the fruit surely hadn’t earned.

Jesse chuckled. “Yeah, you’re not getting anywhere with her.” He looked back at Nash. “This about Bailey’s birthday wish?”

Relieved he didn’t have to explain, Nash lifted his beer again. “You know about that?”

“Chloe gave us the gist,” Jesse confirmed. “You’re in charge of that, right?”

Nash nodded.

“And you want Sawyer?”

“He was Bailey’s backup plan, if I said no.”

Jesse grinned, dimples flashing as humor danced in his eyes. “Hard to blame her.” His gaze turned speculative. “He’s got a website, you know.”

“I know.” He’d looked it up on his phone that morning, during a Zoom meeting that should’ve been an email. “I can go that route, but I thought a personal referral might hold more weight. And…”

“You hoped asking Chloe for help might thaw the freeze.”

Nash shrugged philosophically. “It was a long shot.”

“How about this?” Jesse pulled out his phone. “Give me your info, and I’ll pass it on to Sawyer. If he’s interested, he can contact you.”

“Fair enough.” Nash rattled off his phone number and personal email.

“This is for a…” Jesse paused as though looking for an appropriate-in-public word.

“Group project,” Nash supplied.

Jesse’s grin flashed. “Right. He’ll probably ask about the other…participants?”

“So far there’s just me. And Bailey,” Nash added.

“Naturally.” Jesse glanced up from his phone. “You don’t have anyone else lined up?”

“I was hoping he might have a couple of colleagues who could fill out the roster.”

“That’s going to get pricy.”

“I know.”

Jesse lowered his phone. “Can I ask you a question?”

“Sure.”

“Why?”

“Why do the…group project?” Nash thought back to when they’d first hatched the plan to live out each other’s fantasies. God, they’d been so young. It seemed like a lifetime ago. “You want the long version or the short version?”

“Let’s start with short and go from there.”

“I owe her,” Nash said simply.

Jesse’s eyes narrowed. “Because you were a jackass?”

“She’s had this ‘project’ on her to-do list since college. I was putting it together, and then…”

“Jackassery,” Jesse finished, and nodded. “So you’re making good on a promise.”

“Partly,” Nash admitted.

“What’s the other part?”

Nash just looked at him, and Jesse sat back, surprise lighting his gaze. “You still love her.”

“Never stopped,” Nash confirmed.

Jesse pointed a finger. “This is your second chance.”

The tightness in his chest was familiar to Nash, so he just nodded. “The one I’ve been waiting eight years for.”

“What?” Chloe demanded, and the plates she was holding hit the bar top with a rattle.

Shit, Nash thought.

“Careful, babe,” Jesse cautioned, and tugged the plate she’d plunked in front of him away from the edge of the bar. “Don’t spill the fries.”

“What do you mean, the one you’ve been waiting eight years for?”

Before Nash could decide how to answer that, Jesse chimed in.

“Second chance,” he clarified helpfully. “You got any malt vinegar?”

“With Bailey?” Chloe asked, her eyes fierce. “You want a second chance with Bailey?”

“I do.” He said it calmly, but inside he was cursing a blue streak. If she spilled the beans to Bailey, he was fucked.

Or not fucked. Whatever.

“But you dumped her,” Chloe reminded him in a voice sharp enough to have several heads turning their way. “And you were mean about it. You threw her out.”

“I was wrong.”

“What?”

“I was wrong,” he repeated. “I was young and scared and I was mean and wrong, and—”

He cut himself off when she held up a hand. “What do you mean, you were scared?”

Taking a slow breath, because the only person he’d admitted this to up to this point was his therapist—and because Chloe was a lot scarier than Dr. Samuels—he ignored the hole in his gut, opened his mouth, and prepared to bare his soul. “She loved me so much, Chloe.”

If he’d expected that to garner sympathy, he was doomed to disappointment. Her gaze went sulfuric again. “I know. And you broke her heart.”

Though his own heart ached at the reminder, he continued calmly. “I loved her just as much, just as hard, and I didn’t know what to do with it. It had such weight, her feelings as much as mine. It just got overwhelming.”

“And your answer to that was to dump her?” She sneered. “Coward.”

“I was a coward,” he admitted, and almost smiled when she jerked in surprise. “When Kyle told me about seeing her behind the student union with Graham—”

“Another fucking asshole.”

He couldn’t disagree. “I just thought, well, there’s my out. And I was so relieved.”

“Relieved?” she echoed, steam all but coming out of her ears.

“For about a day,” he added. “Then I realized I’d thrown her away—thrown us away—because some asshole told me a lie, and I was too much of a pussy to face my own feelings.”

She jabbed a finger at him. “You knew he was lying.”

He nodded. That was something else he’d had to own up to in therapy. “Yeah. I took the easy out, Chloe. It’s the biggest mistake I’ve ever made, and I’ve paid for it.”

“Not enough,” she snapped with zero sympathy. “Do you have any idea what you did to her? She didn’t get out of bed for weeks. Didn’t go to class, barely ate. She almost didn’t graduate.”

The hole in his gut widened. “I know.”

“And now you’re, what, trying to make up for it by doing this…this…”

“Group project,” Jesse said helpfully.

“I’ll be damned if I let you.” Her face was flushed, her eyes blazing. “I’ll be damned. She says she’s over you, that it’s just sex and it doesn’t mean anything. But I know her, and you’re going to break her heart again, and—” She stopped abruptly. “Let go of me.”

He unclamped his fingers from her forearm—he hadn’t even been aware of grabbing it. “Sorry. I’m sorry.” He reached for his beer with a shaky hand.

She frowned at him. “What’s wrong with you?”

He sipped the beer to wet his suddenly dry throat. “You think she still has feelings for me?”

“Of course, she does.” Chloe shook her head in exasperation. “You’re the goddamn love of her life, but I’m not letting you break her heart again.”

He gulped the rest of the beer while hope, wild and dangerous, stampeded over his heart.

“Chloe,” Jesse said gently. “Look at him.”

“I’m looking.”

“No, look at him,” Jesse urged. “He’s in love with her.”

“He is not,” she began heatedly, then her eyes widened. “Oh, my God. Are you?”

“I never stopped,” Nash rasped, his heart lodged in his throat. “Never stopped loving her, never stopped wanting her.”

“Well, fuck.”

Since she hadn’t dumped his food in his lap, he pressed on. “I’d give anything to go back and undo what I did, but I can’t. All I can do is try to make it up to her, and show her that this time, I’m not afraid. No, that’s wrong,” he corrected before she could speak. “I’m terrified.”

“Of what?” Chloe asked, and though the suspicion remained, the venom had faded from her voice.

“That it’s too late. That I killed whatever we might have had eight years ago, and there’s no way to get it back. That this time,” he went on over the pain in his chest, “she’ll break my heart.”

For a moment, there was only the pounding of his heart and Chloe’s ragged breathing. Then Jesse said, “He’s hiring Sawyer.”

Nash had the pleasure of seeing her jerk in surprise a second time. Too bad, he thought drily, he was too much of a wreck to enjoy it.

Her gaze went speculative. “I figured you’d be tagging some of your buddies for this.”

Her words so closely echoed Bailey’s, he almost smiled. “In college I would have. Not now.”

“Why?”

“Because she trusts me to keep her safe,” he said simply. “And this is the best way I know to do that and still give her what she wants.”

She stared at him for so long he had to fight the urge to squirm. He was on the verge of losing the battle when she said, “Well, shit.”

He heard Jesse’s quiet laugh, but didn’t dare look away from Chloe. “I don’t know what that means.”

She huffed out a breath and picked up the plate she’d set in front of him. “It means I have to get you a new sandwich.”

She turned, taking the plate with her through the kitchen door, and Nash turned to a grinning Jesse.

“Congratulations, brother,” he said, tapping his water to the beer Nash still held. “I think the frost is thawing.”

 

* * * *

 

Nash worked the rest of the day in a haze. He’d had an enjoyable—and spit-free—lunch, and though Chloe hadn’t exactly been warm, she had been decidedly less hostile, and agreed to give her endorsement to Sawyer along with Jesse’s.

It was more than he’d expected, and his profuse thanks had seemed to fluster her. Which he’d enjoyed and refused to feel guilty about.

Now he just had to be patient, and hope that Sawyer would contact him—especially since he didn’t have a backup plan.

He really didn’t want to involve any of his friends. Not that they weren’t good guys—they were—but half of them were married or in relationships, and the ones that weren’t were…well, not up to Bailey’s standards. Or rather, his standards for her.

He didn’t think any of his friends qualified as ‘brag bros’, as she’d put it, at least not inherently so. But men talked to each other as much as—sometimes more than—women did, especially about sex. And a scenario like this—a porn fantasy come to life—could definitely bring out the brag bro in an otherwise discreet and circumspect man.

Besides, he didn’t really want to have to explain the situation, and if his wish was granted and he and Bailey ended up back together, he really didn’t think it would be wise to have someone he knew—and that they might socialize with—on the group project team.

No, it was better to keep it to the professionals. If only Sawyer would contact him.

“What are you muttering about?” Bailey asked.

Nash glanced up. It was Tuesday night, and he was standing in the kitchen while his frozen pigs-in-a-blanket cooked in the air fryer, checking his emails for the thousandth time since lunch yesterday.

“Nothing,” he said and tucked the phone in his pocket. She stood in the kitchen doorway in jeans and a black T-shirt that read my favorite season is the fall of the patriarchy, her hair up in a clip and her eyes tired. “You’re home late.”

“Hair emergency,” she said and plunked her purse on the kitchen table before collapsing into a chair. “Why do people watch YouTube videos and think they can do everything?”

“What did they think they could do?”

“Bleach their hair—dark brown hair—then add vibrants.”

“Vibrants?”

“Vibrant hair color,” she clarified, and pulled the clip out of her hair. The purple-streaked mass came tumbling down around her shoulders. “Bright ones, like this purple.”

“Ah. I take it they messed it up.”

“An understatement. She’s fourteen and wants rainbow hair, but rainbow hair is expensive.”

“How expensive?” Nash wanted to know, thinking a couple hundred dollars.

“Between the product and the time involved, at least six hundred.”

“You’re kidding.”

Bailey shook her head, sending the mass of hair dancing. “Probably closer to a grand, considering the kid had enough hair for three people, halfway down her back. Her mom said she’d cover it if her grades were good enough, but she got a D in algebra, so no go. She decided to do it herself.”

“And messed it up.”

Bailey rolled her purple eyes. “Oh, yeah. Fried it—figured if she went with a stronger lightener and left it on longer than the package said, she’d cut the process time in half. We had to cut almost six inches off. I thought she was going to cry.”

Nash leaned back against the counter, enjoying the recitation. “And Mom?”

“Pissed, but grateful it could be fixed.”

“And? Does the kid have rainbow hair?”

Bailey smiled. “She does. And she’s mowing the lawn until she graduates from college to work it off.”

“You gave them a discount, didn’t you?”

“Just a little one.”

“Softie.”

“Guilty.” She circled her neck, wincing when it popped.

“Sore?”

“And starving. I haven’t had dinner.”

“Want some pigs-in-a-blanket?” he asked.

“Thanks, but I ordered a pizza.” She eyed him with amusement. “Is that what you’re having for dinner?”

“No, that’s what I’m having for a snack. It’s after nine.”

“Believe me, I know.” She rose from the table, pressing one hand to her lower back. “I’m going to take a shower before my pizza gets here. If it shows up before I get out, will you get it?”

“Sure.”

“Thanks. It’s already paid for.”

“Okay.” The air fryer dinged. “Want a pig to hold you over until it gets here?”

She laughed. “No, I’m good.”

He watched her go, then pulled his snack out of the air fryer. He put them on a plate, hissing when they burned his fingers, then opened the cupboard for a can of spray cheese.

She must have taken the world’s fastest shower, because she was back before he’d finished the last blanketed pig.

“Are you putting spray cheese on those?” she demanded.

He looked up from his plate and reminded himself not to drool. Her wet hair hung in a braid, her face pink from the heat of her shower and scrubbed clean. She wore a pair of thin cotton pajama pants in green and white stripes that sat loose and low on her hips and a snug tank with skinny straps that matched the green. It was one of those built-in-bra deals—he could see the extra layer of material—and though it effectively covered her breasts, it did nothing to restrain them. Between that and the tantalizing strip of skin exposed between pants and shirt that bared her belly button and the edge of her hip bone, he was glad he was sitting down—and had yet to change out of the jeans he’d worked in.

“Spray cheese is delicious,” he informed her, and squirted a line on his last pig.

“That’s disgusting, Nash,” she said when he popped it into his mouth.

“You eat oysters,” he mumbled and swallowed. “You have no room to talk.”

“You sound like Gwen,” she said, amused, then turned when the doorbell rang. “Huzzah, pizza.”

She spun to the door, braid flying and barely restrained breasts bouncing. Cursing himself for going along so easily with her sex-is-off-the-table edict, he shoved up to take his plate to the sink. He’d washed it, dried it, and was putting it back in the cupboard when she walked in with the pizza.

She put it on the table and lifted the lid, inhaling the fragrant steam that spilled out with undisguised bliss. “Mmm, that smells good. Will you hand me a plate?”

He handed her the one he’d just washed. “Did you get your usual?”

She glanced up. “Yeah. Want a slice?”

He twisted his face into a grimace. “God, no.”

“It’s ham and pineapple, Nash, not belladonna and hemlock.”

Pleased to see the amusement in her eyes—hazel again, she’d ditched the contacts—he added an exaggerated shudder. “It’s revolting.”

“Okay, Spray Cheese.”

He snorted out a laugh and plucked the beer he’d opened to have with his snack off the table. “Want one of these?”

“Yes, please.”

He pivoted to the fridge to get her one.

“Thanks.” She took it, twisted off the cap and took a sip, her eyes on his over the bottle.

“What?” he asked when she’d lowered it.

“Nothing.” She lowered her gaze and picked up her plate. “I’m going to watch some TV while I eat.”

“Okay.” He wanted, almost desperately, to ask if he could join her, but he bit the words back. The next move needed to be hers, at her pace. Reminding himself he was playing the long game, he took a step back. “I'll see you later.”

He’d turned toward his bedroom and taken three steps when she said, “Want to join me?”

He stopped, and was careful to have an expression of mild curiosity on his face when he turned back. “Depends. What are you watching?”

“Heated Rivalry.”

“I think I’ve heard of that. It’s about hockey, right?”

Plate in one hand, beer in the other, she walked into the living room. “Uh-huh, hockey.”

“That works for me,” he decided and followed her.

She settled cross legged on the cushions and, with her plate balanced on her knee, reached for the remote. After a brief internal debate between couch and chair, he sat on the couch.

When she pulled up the streaming service, he saw she was already on episode two. “Catch me up so I know what’s going on.”

“They’re rivals, and it’s heated.” She thumbed the remote, going back to episode one, and hit play.

“You don’t have to go back for me,” he told her.

“I watched the first episode back in December, so I’ve forgotten most of it anyway.” She set the remote down and picked up her pizza.

“Couldn’t have been that good, if you didn’t keep watching it.”

She shook her head, holding up a finger while she chewed and swallowed. “No, it’s good, I just got busy. But season two is coming out soon, so I have to catch up.”

He nodded, pleased with the way the evening was playing out. Sure, it was only watching a TV show together, but she’d made the move.

It was a start, he decided, and settled in to watch.

Fifty minutes later, he shot her a glare. “You said this was about hockey.”

“It is about hockey,” she replied, gesturing to the screen where the credits for episode one were scrolling. “There was ice and skates and sticks and pucks—”

“This is the horniest thing I’ve ever seen outside of porn,” he interrupted.

She choked back a giggle. “Actually, I think it’s hornier than porn.”

She wasn’t wrong.

“Anyway, you’re straight,” she went on with a reasonableness that was completely negated by the glee dancing in her eyes. “A show with two guys shouldn’t be affecting you.”

“Are you kidding me?” He pointed to his lap, where the fit of his jeans had become very uncomfortable over the last fifty minutes. “Does that look unaffected to you?”

Her eyes dipped down. “Huh. Look at that.”

“You did this on purpose,” he accused.

“I swear I didn’t,” she vowed. “Hey, it’s making me horny too.”

He’d noticed. Her nipples were all but stabbing through her tank top, and somewhere around the half-hour mark, she’d started squirming, crossing and uncrossing her legs and shifting in her seat, and it was even more distracting than the action on screen.

“Serves you right,” he muttered. “Well?”

“Well, what?”

“Play the next episode.”

She blinked. “You want to watch more?”

“I’m fucking invested now,” he told her. “I have to see if these two dummies are going to figure out their shit and live happily ever after.”

“It’s based on a romance novel,” she told him, her expression delighted. “The HEA is guaranteed.”

“Oh. Well, I still want to see it.” He waved a hand at the screen. “Go.”

They got through episode two, which was somehow even hornier than the first one, and he waved the white flag.

“That’s it, I can’t take anymore,” he declared as the credits rolled. “If you’re going to keep watching, I’m going to bed.”

“I have to go to bed, too.” Bailey turned off the TV, then stood and reached her arms above her head. “I’ve got a full day again tomorrow.”

“Hopefully minus the emergency,” he said, watching her stretch and suffering the torments of the damned—and horny. Her shirt rode up to expose more of her belly, smooth and round and bitable, and her nipples were still jutting through her shirt like pencil erasers.

“Hopefully,” she agreed and dropped her arms, snapping him out of his belly-nibbling-fantasies. “Speaking of which, you could use a trim.”

He automatically lifted his head to his hair. “Yeah, I know. I keep meaning to get one, but well, one thing and another.”

“I’ll check the books at the salon, see when I can work you in.”

Nash dropped his hand. She’d worked in a salon part time when they were in school, and had trimmed his hair regularly, often turning the simple grooming chore into extended foreplay that usually led to frenzied fucking. “Ah, thanks, but you don’t have to.”

“I don’t mind.” She picked up her plate and empty beer bottle from the coffee table. “Though just so we’re clear, I mean just a haircut.”

“I figured,” he said, rising as she walked into the kitchen. He had to pause and adjust his jeans. “Since, you know, we’re not having sex anymore.”

“Not until the gang bang, anyway.” She set her plate in the sink with a grimace. “That phrase is starting to annoy me. It’s so porny.”

He handed her his empty beer bottle so she could add it to the recycling bin under the sink with hers, then pulled a freezer bag from a drawer. “It does conjure up a certain image, doesn’t it?” he said, handing her the bag.

She took it and went back to the pizza. “I need to find another one.”

“How about ‘group project’?”

She snorted out a laugh. “Okay, that’s a good one.”

“I can’t take credit,” he said, watching her load the pizza into the freezer bag. When the box was empty, he picked it up and added it to the recycling. “Jesse came up with it.”

She turned from the open fridge. “When did you talk to Jesse?”

“He was at The Wild Orchid when I went in at lunch yesterday to talk to Chloe.” He saw the look on her face. “I didn’t tell him about it, he already knew.”

“No, it’s not that.” She put the bag of pizza in the fridge and closed the door. “I don’t care if he knows, and I figured Chloe would mention it to him and Knox.”

“Okay, then why do you look like you swallowed a fish?”

She jerked her shoulders in a shrug. “I guess I just didn’t expect you to reach out to Chloe so fast.”

“I told you I was going to ask her for Sawyer’s information.”

“I know, but…” She trailed off, then shook her head. “Never mind. Did she give it to you?”

“No, but Jesse took mine to pass on to him. He’ll reach out if he’s interested.”

“Oh, okay.”

“You sure you’re okay?” he queried. He couldn’t quite read the look on her face.

“Yeah, fine.” She smiled, but her eyes didn’t meet his. “I’m going to go to bed. You’ll lock up?”

“Sure.” He tried meeting her gaze, but she turned away. “Good night, Bay.”

“Night,” she echoed without turning around, and walked out of the kitchen.

Frowning, he went through the house, turning off lights and locking the doors. He stood at the bottom of the stairs for a moment, listening to her move around—the creak of floorboards, the running of water. He hadn’t been upstairs yet—though it had been tempting to explore while she was out of the house, he’d resisted—so didn’t know what her space up there looked like. Still, he could imagine it well enough. She’d still have the brass bed that had lived in her bedroom at home during college, the bars gleaming dully in the light of the lamp in the shape of a mermaid—another favorite from her childhood bedroom. The bedding was harder to picture, but it would be colorful. Bailey had never understood the appeal of white sheets, and he’d once teased her that if she could see herself spread out on them, getting fucked, she’d feel different.

She’d have the dresser that had belonged to her grandmother, a colorful rug on the floor. Blackout curtains on the window, so she could sleep in on her days off, and art on the walls.

Resisting the urge to climb those stairs was almost a physical hurt, so he turned away from temptation and went to his own bedroom. Though he preferred sleeping with the door open, he shut it, a physical barrier to keep him from giving into that hurt.

He shucked off his clothes, tossed them at the corner he’d designated for laundry waiting to be done, and crawled into bed in his boxers. Lying in the cool, quiet dark, with the faint hum of the air conditioning the only noise, he willed himself to sleep.

 

 




Chapter Eight

He woke in the night with a jolt, distracted and groggy. Something had jerked him out of sleep, and it was several seconds before he realized what it was. The air felt hot, like a warm, wet blanket, and it was quiet. Too quiet.

The air conditioning was off.

Still half asleep, he fought his way clear of the sheet and swung his feet to the floor. He took a second to orient himself, then pushed to his feet and headed for the dresser, and the oscillating fan on top of it.

And promptly ran into Bailey.

She grunted when they made contact, a quiet and somehow annoyed oof, her boobs bouncing into his chest and her belly against his dick, still half hard from his Bailey-centric dreams. His hands came up, an automatic response to the collision, to close over her bare shoulders.

“What the fuck, Nash?”

Her voice was husky with sleep, sharp with irritation, her breath warm against his throat. He tightened his grip, just for a moment, fantasizing about dragging her closer and losing himself in those soft, supple curves.

Then he let go.

“Sorry,” he said, taking a step back so her boobs were no longer nestled against his chest and her belly no longer cradled his dick. “You okay?”

“The air conditioning is out.”

“I know.” Not wanting to have this conversation in the dark, he moved to the bedside lamp and switched it on. Blinking against the glare, he turned back to her.

She was wearing sleep shorts and a loose tank and a grumpy expression as she lifted a hand to shield against the light. “Shit, Nash, give me some warning.”

“Sorry,” he said, and tried to ignore the shift of her boobs under the tank when she lifted her hand. She was clearly braless, a fact that wasn’t helping the situation in his shorts calm down.

“When did it go out?”

“I don’t know,” he said. “I just woke up.”

“Me, too. It gets hot fast upstairs without the AC.” She lowered her hand to look at him. “I don’t suppose you know how to fix it.”

He shook his head. “Do you have someone you can call?”

“I have a service contract with the company that installed it, but I doubt they’ll come out at…” She peered past him to the bedside clock. “Two-thirty-four in the morning.”

“They might, if you paid them enough.”

She snorted. “I do not have middle-of-the-night-HVAC-repair money.”

“Who does?”

She snorted again, then sighed. “Okay, I guess I’m sleeping on the couch. Sorry I bothered you.”

“It’s fine,” he said, then because he was apparently a glutton for punishment, added, “You can sleep in here.”

She paused in the doorway, half turned away, her tits in tantalizing profile. Because that was the kind of luck he was having tonight.

Ignoring them, he kept his eyes on her face. “Just to sleep,” he clarified. “I’ve got the fan, and the bed’s got to be more comfortable than the couch.”

“It’s a pretty good nap couch,” she argued, but the longing glance she flicked at his bed spoke volumes.

“Take the bed,” he said, then stepped to the dresser to turn on the fan. It whirled to life, blasting out air and cutting through the heat in the room. The difference was immediate, and palpable.

“Just to sleep?”

He made sure his expression held only mild amusement when he turned back. “It’s too hot to do anything else.”

She huffed out a laugh. “True.”

“Pick a side,” he invited with a wave at the bed. “I’m going to hit the bathroom.”

She nodded, shifting away from the doorway so he could pass by, and he didn’t let out the breath he was holding until he’d shut the bathroom door behind him.

He didn’t have to piss—or at least not enough to fight through the half-hard-on to try—but he needed a minute. He turned on the cold water, letting it run full in the sink, then dunked his head under the faucet.

It shocked him awake, cut through the hazy heat muddling his brain so he could think clearly. He lifted his head to look in the mirror over the sink, hair and face dripping. “You’re a grown man,” he mumbled out loud, staring into his own eyes while water streamed into the sink. “You can do this.”

Was it going to be easy? Hell, no. Spending the night with Bailey lying next to him, knowing he couldn’t touch her, was the closest thing to torture he could think of, and it was a good thing blue balls wasn’t fatal, because his would be cobalt by morning. But he’d fucking deal, because the alternatives were unacceptable. He couldn’t let her sleep on the couch, and he couldn’t break her no-sex decree.

He supposed he could sleep on the couch—that would be the truly gentlemanly thing to do. But it turned out that in addition to being a glutton for punishment, he wasn’t that much of a gentleman. So they’d sleep, and he’d suffer, and hopefully in doing so prove to her that he could be trusted.

He shut off the water and grabbed a towel. He scrubbed it over his hair and face with a force that bordered on violence, then slapped it back on the rack and turned off the bathroom light to return to the temporary hell of his bed.

She’d left the light on, giving him no choice but to see her. She lay on the far side of the mattress, snuggled up on her side, the sheet a tangle at her feet.

She looked so beautiful, so goddamn right lying in his bed, waiting for him, the last eight years of hope realized. Emotion reared up to grab him by the throat, and he stopped dead in the doorway.

She came up on one elbow, tits shifting and swaying under the thin tank, a frown on her face. “Everything okay?”

“Fine.” He forced the word out, forced himself to move. He turned off the light, hoping the lack of sight would make the whole thing easier.

“I can sleep on the other side if you want,” she said, her voice coming at him in the darkness, and he realized nothing was going to make this easier.

“I don’t,” he assured her, though part of him yearned to say yes, please, move so I can sleep on sheets that smell like you and torture myself all night.

“This was your idea,” she reminded him, irritation sharpening her tone. “I don’t know why you’re getting pissy.”

“I am not pissy, I’m tired,” he ground out and, out of delaying tactics, flopped down on the mattress with more force than he’d meant to. It dipped sharply, and she rolled toward him.

It was just a small shift, easily and quickly countered, but the movement stirred the air so her scent wafted to him, teasing his senses and his dick, and he let out a muffled curse.

“I can’t sleep if you’re going to mutter all night.”

“I’ll stop muttering if you’ll stop moving around.”

“I only moved because you flopped,” she said peevishly and jabbed an elbow into his side.

He grunted, gritting his teeth when her scent drifted his way again. His dick was never going down, dammit. “Look, it’s hot, it’s late, so just stop moving and go to sleep.”

“Fine,” she muttered and turned over on her other side. “Goodnight.”

“Goodnight,” he echoed, just as irritated and, closing his eyes, tried to will himself into unconsciousness.

Thirty seconds later he opened his eyes and sighed.

“Oh, Christ, now what?”

The irritation in her voice made him smile in spite of his discomfort. “I didn’t say anything.”

“You sighed.”

“So? I’m allowed to sigh in my own bed,” he said, enjoying himself now.

“Fine. Are you done now?”

“Probably.”

“Good. Goodnight.”

“Goodnight.” He waited until her breathing had evened out, then said, “Bailey?”

“I’m this close to going to a hotel and adding the bill to your rent.”

“I just wanted to say I’m sorry.”

There was a pause, then the mattress shifted as she rolled onto her back. “For what?”

“Getting pissy.”

She turned her head, and he could feel her looking at him. “Why did you?”

“I’ll give you three guesses,” he said drily, “and the first two don’t count.”

She was silent for a moment, then let out a quiet, “Oh.”

“Yeah. Anyway, I’m sorry.”

“I can still sleep on the couch.”

“You could,” he allowed. “But it wouldn’t make me less horny, and I’d feel guilty on top of it.”

She was quiet for so long he wondered if he’d screwed up. Then she said, “I wouldn’t want you to feel guilty.”

He smiled in the dark. “Thanks.”

“You’re welcome. Nash?”

“Yeah?”

“Thank you.”

He turned his head, wishing he could see her expression now. “For what?”

“For agreeing to the…group project. And for taking it seriously.”

“Of course. Did you think I wouldn’t?”

His eyes had adjudged to the dark enough to make out her shrug. “Most people don’t.”

A horrifying thought occurred to him, but he kept his voice even. “Who’s ‘most people’? Did you ask someone before me to do this with you?”

“No, but people I’ve told about it. Gwen and Chloe, a couple others.”

Relief loosened his limbs. “They don’t take it seriously?”

“They know I’m serious about doing it, but I don’t think they really get it. They think it’s just a fantasy, you know?”

And it wasn’t. Never had been. “I know.”

“Anyway. I just wanted to say thanks.”

He gathered all the sincerity he could muster and put it into the words. “It’s my pleasure, Bailey.”

“Yes, it will be,” she said, and he nearly laughed at the purr in her voice.

“Knock that off, or you are going to sleep on the couch.”

“Sorry.” Smug now, she turned back onto her side, away from him. “Goodnight, Nash.”

“Goodnight, Bailey,” he said, and with her scent wrapped around him in a teasing caress, closed his eyes.

 

* * * *

 

She was already gone when his alarm went off the next morning, and he found a note next to the coffee pot telling him that she’d contacted her HVAC guy and was waiting for a call back. Taking it philosophically, he poured himself a cup of coffee and went to take a shower.

Since his office faced North, the room was relatively cool, so he decided to stick with working from home. He pulled the fan in from the bedroom and kept the shades pulled and the lights off, and it worked pretty well until he had a two-hour Zoom meeting. His boss insisted on having everyone on camera so he had to turn on the lights and turn off the fan so it didn’t interfere with the audio, and by the time the meeting was over he was ready for another shower.

He was just climbing out when his phone rang. Dripping wet, he scooped it off the edge of the sink to frown at it. Unknown number, and he started to swipe it to voicemail when he remembered Sawyer.

Nerves buzzing, he answered on speaker. “Hello.”

“I’m looking for Nash Kavanagh.”

Nash snagged the towel off the rack and started to dry off. “Speaking.”

“I’m Sawyer.”

“Thanks for getting in touch,” Nash said, then wondered, okay, what next?

“No problem,” Sawyer replied. “I understand you’re looking to hire a couple of people for a project.”

Nash draped the towel around his shoulders and grinned into the fogged mirror. “In a manner of speaking. I assume Jesse filled you in?”

“He gave me the basics,” Sawyer allowed in a slow drawl.

“And?”

“And, I’m interested. But I’ll want to hear the specifics before I agree to participate.”

“Understood.” Nash mentally ran through his afternoon schedule. He was clear of meetings until four, and since it was lunchtime now… “Are you available to meet?”

“Now?”

“I’ll buy you lunch,” Nash offered. “We can go over the details.”

“That might work. Hold on a moment.”

When the phone went silent, Nash assumed he’d been put on mute, and took the opportunity to towel dry his hair. He had the towel slung around his hips and was digging in the fridge for a cold Coke when Sawyer came back on the line.

“I can do lunch in half an hour, but I need to be clear by two.”

Nash looked at the clock on the stove, did some quick math. “That’s fine. How about The Wild Orchid, in say, half an hour?”

“I’ll be there. You’re aware of my meeting fee?”

“I am,” Nash confirmed, recalling the FAQ section on Sawyer’s website. The fee for meeting with Sawyer to discuss things in person would come off the booking fee, if they decided to move forward. “I assume cash is acceptable.”

“More than,” Sawyer said, amused. “See you in half an hour, Nash.”

He clicked off, and Nash, Coke forgotten, went to the bedroom to dress.

 

* * * *

 

He got to the pub with time to spare, but Sawyer was already seated at far end of the bar when he walked in, nursing a beer in a pint glass and watching the door. He gave Nash a nod, said something to the bartender—not Chloe, Nash noted—then stood and crossed the room. “Nash?”

Nash nodded, sticking out his hand automatically. “Sawyer. Good to meet you.”

“Likewise,” Sawyer said and jerked his chin at the archway that led to the restaurant side of the pub. “I thought we’d get a booth next door.”

Nash nodded again, and Sawyer turned to lead the way.

Nash followed, a little bemused. He’d known the man was handsome—there were photos on his website, after all, and both Jesse and Chloe had described him as such. But he hadn’t been quite prepared for the gut punch of seeing him in person.

He was, in a word, beautiful. Tall, with an athlete’s build, he moved with an easy grace through the archway that separated the pub from the restaurant side. He paused there, aiming sharp green eyes and a charming smile at the woman manning the hostess stand.

“Ready for that table now,” he said, and Nash realized with a start that the woman smiling back at Sawyer was Bailey’s friend Gwen.

He didn’t know why he didn’t recognize her right off. She looked the same as she had in college, with a waterfall of chestnut hair and big, round glasses that made her brown eyes look even more Bambi-like. Her build hit somewhere between Chloe’s fairy-like delicacy and Bailey’s voluptuous curves, currently clad in trim black slacks and a softly draping blouse.

“You’re all set up in the back corner,” she told them, shifting to look at Nash. Her eyes, huge behind her lenses and framed with lush, dark lashes, twinkled with humor. “Figured you’d want the privacy.”

“Thanks.” Sawyer sent her a wink, then ambled away.

Nash lingered behind, wondering if he’d find the kind of hostility from Gwen that Chloe had given him. “How are you, Gwen?”

She smiled easily, her velvety eyes warm. “I’m good, Nash. You?”

“Good. I’m good.” He shoved his hands in his pockets, not sure what to say next.

“Weird, isn’t it?” Gwen said, humor twinkling in her eyes again.

“Little bit,” he agreed and relaxed enough to smile at her. “You’re being a lot nicer to me than Chloe was.”

“Well, Chloe holds a grudge,” Gwen allowed, that twinkle increasing. “And she didn’t understand what happened back in college.”

Intrigued, he angled his head. “And you do?”

“I have an idea,” she said, and for a moment her gaze looked bleak. Then she blinked, and was smiling again. “Go on, have your meeting before this place fills up and there are people close enough to overhear what you’re talking about.”

He nodded. “Thanks, Gwen.”

“Anything for Bailey,” she said, and the message was clear.

“Understood,” he said, and crossed the room to join Sawyer at the back booth.

He slid in across from Sawyer and pulled the envelope out of his pocket. “I think you dropped this.”

Amusement quirking his lips, Sawyer took it. “Thanks, I was wondering what happened to that.”

The server approached before Nash could respond, a young woman who looked like she’d graduated from high school about five minutes ago and couldn’t take her eyes off Sawyer.

She made her way through the specials, stuttering and sighing and blushing, then took their orders and scurried away like a frightened mouse.

Nash watched her go, then turned to Sawyer. “That happen to you a lot?”

Sawyer shrugged, amusement quirking his mouth, and picked up his beer. “It’s a curse.”

Nash snorted. “A curse. Sure.”

“Curses are relative,” Sawyer said, eyeing Nash over the rim of his glass. After a long, slow drink, he set the beer down. “So. You want a gang bang.”

Nash wished for his own beer, but the server hadn’t returned with it yet—he wasn’t sure she was ever coming back—so he just nodded. “We’re calling it a group project.”

Sawyer’s lips twitched. “Okay. I have questions.”

Nash spread his hands. “That’s why we’re here.”

“Let’s start with logistics. How many people total?”

“Five, including Bailey.”

“She’s the…project recipient?”

Nash nodded.

“So you need four others?”

“Three,” Nash corrected. “I’ll be the fourth.”

“Ah.” Sawyer nodded, then went quiet when Gwen appeared, a Guinness in a pint glass on a tray.

“Yours, I presume?” she asked Nash, and set it on the table in front of him when he nodded.

“What happened to the server?” he asked, though he already knew the answer.

“She seems a little flustered at the moment,” Gwen said drily and aimed a look at Sawyer. “Dial it back a little, would you?”

“I do try,” Sawyer said with an unrepentant grin.

“Try harder,” she suggested, and hurried back to the hostess stand where a handful of people waited to be seated.

Nash picked up his beer and drank.

“So three hires, and you?” Sawyer said. When Nash nodded, Sawyer pursed his lips. “Have you ever done something like this before?”

“Something like what, the group project or hiring out for one?”

“Either.”

Nash set his glass down. “No to both.”

Sawyer watched him for a moment, tapping his fingers on the table. “Do you know what you’re getting into?”

“Not really,” Nash admitted. “But this has been a wish for Bailey for a long time, and she’s trusting me to pull it off. I’m not going to let her down.”

“Chloe told me you’re not together.”

“We’re not.”

“But you are in love with her.”

Nash just sighed. “Yeah, I am.”

Sawyer’s voice was soft. “And you think you can watch the woman you love fuck someone else—three someone elses?”

“Yes. It’s what she wants.”

Sawyer leaned back. “You know, I think you mean that.”

“Whatever I have to do to make this happen for her, to make it everything she’s ever dreamed of, that’s what I’ll do.”

“Including spend several thousand dollars?” Sawyer asked. “Because that’s what you’re looking at, here.”

“I’m aware.”

Sawyer eyed him thoughtfully for a few moments, then nodded. “Okay. When do you want to do this?”

Nash picked up his beer and drank. “As soon as is reasonable.”

“And the other two players?”

“I was hoping you’d be able to handle that.”

Sawyer was tapping the table again. “I could do that. Both men?”

Nash started to agree, then paused. “Actually, a man and woman would be ideal.”

Sawyer’s quirked one eyebrow in question, and Nash shook his head. “I’m not planning to engage with anyone but Bailey.”

“Okay, then. Tell me how you want this to go.”

“She’s had this fantasy for a while,” he began, and laid it out.

Their food arrived halfway through his explanation, delivered by Gwen—the waitress might need therapy—but otherwise they remained undisturbed. Sawyer dug into his meal while Nash talked, interrupting every so often to ask questions, but for the most part he just listened. And when Nash had finished, he nodded. “I can work with all that. The others will have to make that determination for themselves, you understand.”

“Of course.”

“I’ll reach out to the people I have in mind today. You okay if I give them your contact info?”

Since Nash had just taken a huge bite of his sandwich, he nodded.

“Where do you see this happening?”

Nash swallowed. “I haven’t figured that out yet. I thought a hotel room—”

“Hotels don’t like sex workers in their establishments,” Sawyer interrupted with a shake of his head. “And three of us will definitely throw up a red flag.”

“I didn’t think about that,” Nash admitted.

“There are ways around it, but a private home would be less complicated. One of the pals I’m thinking of has an in-call space, but I wouldn’t recommend that, either.”

Nash paused with a fry halfway to his mouth. “Why?

“I don’t know your girl,” Sawyer said, “but this isn’t my first group project. She’s going to be tired afterward, but that’s the least of it, really.

“It’ll be overwhelming,” Sawyer continued. “And with as long as she’s had this fantasy? Emotional, too. Her own home, her own space, is where she’s going to feel most comfortable.” Sawyer paused, and it seemed to Nash that he was having an internal debate. Then he shrugged. “If she’d rather keep all this away from her real life, preserve the fantasy element, we can use the in-call. But I’d take the after into consideration before deciding.”

Nash thought for a minute. He’d figured on a heavy amount of aftercare, but hadn’t considered the location as a factor in it. “I’ll talk to Bailey about it, and go from there,” he finally said. “It’s what she wants that matters.”

“Fair enough.” Sawyer laid his napkin on his empty plate and rose. “I’ll be in touch.”

Nash held out a hand. “Thanks, Sawyer.”

“You’re welcome.” Sawyer shook his hand, then, with a last nod, walked out.

Leaving Nash with his thoughts and the check.

 

 




Chapter Nine

Bailey keyed her code into the front door lock and held her breath. Her HVAC guy hadn’t given her any guarantees, but she’d held out hope throughout the long day that he’d made it by, fixed the problem, and she would be greeted with a blast of cool air when she walked into the house.

Fingers crossed, and tossing out a prayer to whichever god worked best, she pushed open the door. And was greeted by muggy heat and Nash, sprawled out on the bare hardwood floor, watching TV in his boxers and nothing else.

He glanced up, hair damp from either sweat or a recent shower, a beer bottle wet with condensation in one hand.

She’d been half expecting it—more than half—but it was still a crushing disappointment. “The HVAC guy didn’t show.”

“No, he showed.” Nash sat up with a wince, his hair flopping limply over his forehead. “He just couldn’t fix it.”

Bailey wanted to whine, but it wouldn’t do any good. Kicking off her shoes, she nudged them to the side and shut the door behind her. “What’d he say?”

“You want the good news or the bad news?”

“Hell.” She let her bag fall to the floor with a thump. “Give me the good news first.”

“The repair is covered by your service contract, so you’ll only have to pay for the part, which is a hundred bucks.”

Relief that she wasn’t looking at a repair bill in the thousands was huge. But… “What’s the bad news?”

“He has to order the part, and it might take two weeks to get it in.”

“You’re fucking kidding.”

He shook his head. “He said he’d put a rush on it, and he thinks it’ll only take two or three days. But they’ve been having issues with their supplier, so two weeks is worst-case scenario.”

She could feel the whine building. “I can’t sleep in this heat for two more weeks. I was barely functional today.”

“I can sleep fine, I just can’t work,” he countered. “I sweated through two Zoom meetings today. I’m going to have to go into the office until the air conditioning gets fixed.”

“You cannot sleep fine,” she accused. “You tossed and turned all night last night.”

“That was because of you, not the heat.” He pushed to his feet. “I’m getting another beer. You want?”

“Yes, please,” she said weakly, and was glad he was already walking away and couldn’t see the way she’d sagged against the door because all the starch had gone out of her knees.

She’d managed to ignore the fact that he was mostly naked when he was sitting by concentrating on the bad news, but now that he was upright, all those muscles bunching and shifting in his legs and ass when he walked and in his arms when he opened the fridge and pulled out the beer, it was much harder to ignore.

And it wasn’t doing a damn thing to cool her down.

He walked back into the room, seemingly oblivious to her sudden distraction, and passed her a beer. She took it, doing her best to look normal and not lust-filled, and blurted out the first thing that came to mind. “What do you mean, you couldn’t sleep because of me?”

He just looked at her, his eyes what-the-fuck wide, and she blushed. “Oh.”

“Yeah.” He took a long pull of his beer. “We probably shouldn’t do that again.”

“Probably not,” she agreed. It had been frustrating, sleeping next to him, and if she was going to keep to her no-sex-till-the-bang rule, they definitely needed to keep to their separate beds.

But she’d also found it comforting.

“You should bring your mattress down here,” he suggested.

She jerked herself away from uncomfortable thoughts. “What?”

“Bring it down here,” he repeated, gesturing with his beer. “Move the couch back, or over, and put your mattress on the floor until the AC is fixed.”

“It would be cooler,” she allowed, then sighed. “But the thought of hauling it down here, then hauling it back up makes me want to cry.”

“I’ll help.”

She looked at him. “You would?”

“Of course I would.” His eyebrows jerked together in a scowl. “Why wouldn’t I?”

“I don’t know. Why are you mad?”

“I’m not mad.”

“You look mad,” she argued, and he did. He looked mad and grumpy and hot and half-naked, which she was supposed to be ignoring but it was right there, the half-nakedness, it all its thick, hairy, half-naked glory, and it went so well with the mad and grumpy that she started feel hot.

Well. Hotter.

“I’m not mad,” he repeated. “I’m annoyed that you think I won’t help you move your mattress, like some asshole.”

“I never said you were an asshole.”

“You implied it.”

She snorted. “If I thought you were an asshole, I’d tell you.”

“Well, that’s true,” he said grudgingly and bent to set his beer on the floor. “Okay, come on.”

She set hers next to it. “Where are we going?”

“To get your mattress,” he said, exasperated, and started for the stairs.

She scooped up her shoes and trailed after him, trying to remember what state she’d left her bedroom in that morning. She’d been in hurry—she’d overslept, having left her phone, and its alarm, in her bedroom overnight—so there was some disarray. But she’d done her annual clean out just before her birthday, and that meant it was good enough.

She walked up the stairs behind Nash, watching his butt flex in the thin blue boxers, then almost rammed face-first into it when he stopped dead on the top stair.

She dropped back a step and slapped a hand on the railing, and told herself the heat in her face was weather related. “What the hell, Nash?”

“Why isn’t there a door on this room?”

“It’s a converted attic,” she reminded him, staring at the small of his back. His boxers had ridden down, exposing the dimples low on either side of his spine that had always driven her mad with lust. His skin was damp with sweat, and she started to look away—her self-preservation instincts weren’t completely dead—then something else caught her eye. “Did you know you have an ingrown hair on your back?”

“No, you can’t pick it,” he said immediately. “Attics can have doors.”

“Yeah, well, the designers of the 1926 Sears Crescent didn’t think an attic door was necessary. It’s just a little one,” she wheedled, leaning close to peer at the hair in question. “Barely under the skin. I can get it with my fingernail.”

“No.” He reached back and hitched his boxers up, hiding the hair behind blue cotton. “Attics can have doors.”

“Spoilsport,” she muttered.

He walked into her bedroom. “It’s a safety hazard.”

She rolled her eyes and climbed the remaining steps into room, grimacing at the heat. It was like a blast furnace. “It is not.”

“It is,” he insisted, turning to frown at her, grumpy and mad again. “If a fire breaks out downstairs and you don’t have a door to close, it’s going to get to you that much faster.”

“Fire is not going to break out downstairs.” She tossed her shoes in the direction of her closet, starting to feel mad and grumpy herself. “And if it does, I have smoke detectors.”

“You should still have a door, and keep it closed when you sleep.”

“You don’t close yours when you sleep.”

“Can we just get the mattress already? I’m sweating my ass off here.”

“You’re the one who decided to play Smokey the Bear,” she pointed out and moved past him to strip the duvet off her bed.

“Smokey the Bear is for forest fires,” he said, just, she was sure, to be contrary.

She tossed the duvet and the top sheet to the floor, leaving the fitted sheet and mattress protector in place, then snatched up the pillows. “I’m starting to change my mind about you not being an asshole.”

He grinned at that, all the grumpy disappearing in a flash of teeth and dimple. It did not, unfortunately, make him less hot.

“Just grab the damn mattress,” she ordered.

With her on one side and him on the other, they wrestled it off the box spring and up on its side.

“Why doesn’t this thing have handles?” Nash asked, grunting as he fought to keep the wobbling mattress upright.

“Because it was on clearance.” Bailey used her hip to brace her side, then nudge it forward. “They don’t put the fancy mattresses with handles on clearance.”

“Jesus, it’s fucking heavy.”

She would have agreed, but she didn’t have the breath for it. They shoved and scooted the slab of memory foam, flaccid and heavy, to the top of the stairs. Stopping to pant, one shoulder wedged against it, she wiped a hand over her dripping brow. “I say we just push it down.”

“I feel like I should object to that, but I’m too hot to figure out why.”

“Then push,” she told him, and put her back into it.

They managed to get it down the first stair, and for a moment it looked as though it would slide smoothly on its edge down the wooden stairs. But halfway down it slowly slumped over, hit the wall, and stopped moving.

She stared at her clearance mattress, now folded in half and filling the stairwell. “Well, fuck.”

“I was afraid of that.”

“Then why didn’t you say something?”

“Just shut up,” he muttered and walked down the three steps to where the mattress waited, limp and unmoving. He shot her a glare over his shoulder. “Are you going to help or not?”

“Not,” she muttered, but stomped down the stairs to squeeze in beside him.

“I’ll go high,” he said, raising his arms to grab the top of the mattress. “You go low.”

“Fine.”

But the hallway was narrow—apparently the designers of the 1926 Sears Crescent also hadn’t figured on more than one person going up or down at one time—and with Nash’s big body taking up most of the space, there was no room to face forward. So she turned, tucking her right shoulder against the mattress.

Unfortunately, that put her head in his armpit. With her face all but smashed against his ribs, she huffed out a breath. “This is ridiculous,” she muttered, then grunted when his elbow hit her ear. “What the hell?”

“Sorry. That tickled.”

It would’ve been funny if it wasn’t a thousand degrees in the stairwell. “Just push,” she ordered, and leaned into the mattress while he did the same.

But the mattress stayed stubbornly stuck, not shifting by even an inch. So she pushed harder, really driving her shoulder and her hip into it, Nash grunting above her as he put his back into it, and for one glorious second she felt the give that meant it was moving.

Then it was gone, tumbling drunkenly the rest of the way down the stairs to land half on the floor and half against the wall. And suddenly pushing on air, Bailey went diving after it.

She let out a shocked squeak, arms flailing so that one hand knocked painfully against the railing and the other grabbed fruitlessly at air, and for a few glorious seconds she was flying, weightless and euphoric, a bird in the sky. Then something hard and heavy slammed against her back, and she went face down hard into memory foam.

For a second she lay there, stunned and breathless, the world still oddly suspended. Then Nash said, “Fuck me,” the words vibrating against her back, and she realized the reason she had a mouthful of sheet was because he was pinning her down.

“Geph off meph,” she mumbled.

“You okay?” he panted, bathing the back of her neck in hot, wet breath. He moved, and though she thought he was trying to get off her, he was shoving her deeper into the mattress.

“Geph off meph,” she repeated, and jerked an elbow back.

“Ow. I’m trying,” he said, grunting and groaning, and a second later the weight was gone.

She rolled to her back, gratefully sucking in air. “Okay, that sucked.”

Nash loomed over her, his hair falling over his forehead, his eyes sharp with concern. “You okay?”

“I think so.” Her ribs didn’t hurt when she breathed, and that was a relief. She wiggled her fingers and toes, grateful everything moved on command. “I’m not paralyzed, anyway.”

“Good.” He collapsed beside her. “Let’s not do that again.”

She lifted her head, noted they were lying half on, half off the mattress. Which was half on the floor, with the other half against the wall and drooping over them.

“Did I break your fall?” she wondered, looking up at the mattress.

“Pretty much. I tried to catch myself, but it didn’t work. Sorry.”

“It’s okay.” I think. She let out a slow, careful breath. “If you don’t mind, I’m just going to lie here for a minute.”

“Sure, sure. Take your time.”

“Are you okay?” she asked, and made the effort to turn her head.

He was on his back, shoulders scrunched up against the part of the mattress that curved against the wall. His eyes were closed, his face damp with sweat.

“Uh-huh,” he said without opening his eyes. “Kind of wish I had my beer, though.”

Now that he mentioned it. She turned her head the other way to look into the living room, where she could just see the bottles, dripping condensation onto the floor. “Me, too.”

“Who’s going to get them?”

She turned back to see he’d opened one eye. “I broke your fall,” she reminded him.

“Shit.” He heaved himself up, wincing. “Damn. I think I pulled something.”

“I think I pulled everything,” she countered, and closed her eyes, listening to his bare feet slap against the floor as he walked away. There was a pause, then more slapping, and she held out her hand.

He put something in it, but it didn’t feel like a beer. She opened her eyes to frown at her purse. “What’s this?”

“Your phone was buzzing,” he told her and, holding both beers, lowered himself to sit on the mattress again. “I think I might have cracked a rib.”

She dug into her purse for the phone. “Can you breathe without pain?”

He sucked in an experimental breath, then let it out. “Yeah.”

“Then you’re fine.” She found the phone, noted the missed call from Gwen, and hit the button to call her back before holding out her hand. “Gimme my beer.”

He passed it over. “You’re very unsympathetic.”

“I broke your fall,” she reminded him, putting the phone to her ear. “Hey, Gwen. What’s up?”

“I’m not sure.” Gwen’s voice was breathless and bouncy, as though she was walking fast or running. “You didn’t get Chloe’s text?”

“I didn’t have my phone on me. Hang on.” Bailey tipped the phone and swiped to her texts. Her stomach clutched when she saw the one from Chloe in the group chat—three fire emojis.

“Shit.” She put the phone back to her ear. “Where are you?”

“I just left work. I had to have one of the waitresses cover for me.”

“Is she home?”

“Yeah.”

“I’m on my way.”

She clicked off, passed the beer back to Nash, and got painfully to her feet. “Fuck, that’s going to hurt later.”

“What does three fire emojis mean?”

She looked down at him, sitting on her mattress, holding her beer, with concern sharp in his eyes. “It means something’s really fucking wrong, and I have to go.”

She shoved her phone back into her purse, slung it over her shoulder, then looked around for her shoes before she remembered she’d taken them upstairs.

“Fuck it, I’ll go barefoot,” she decided and headed for the front door.

“Bay?”

Distracted, she turned back, her hand on the doorknob. “Yeah?”

“If there’s anything I can do—”

“I’ll let you know,” she said and was out the door.

The drive didn’t take long, but parking was a nightmare. The pub’s expansion was bringing in a lot of new business, and she had to squeeze into a street spot a block and a half away. By the time she was letting herself into Chloe’s apartment over the pub, she was deeply regretting not going back upstairs for her shoes.

“I’m here,” she called out and hurried down the hallway on aching feet.

Gwen, coming out of the kitchen with two coffee mugs, looked down at her feet. “Where are your shoes?”

“Long story.” Bailey slung her purse onto the counter. “Where is she?”

“Bathroom,” Gwen said, and Bailey could hear the water running through the closed door.

“She tell you what’s up?”

Gwen shook her head and set the mugs on the counter. “She said she only wanted to tell it once. But she looks like hell.”

“Heartbroken hell, or sick hell?”

“She’s not heartbroken.” Gwen went back into the kitchen, pulled down another mug, and filled it from the coffee pot. “She was on the phone with Knox when I got here, lots of I love yous. Whatever’s wrong, it’s not about them.”

“That’s not exactly true,” Chloe said from behind them, and Bailey turned.

Looks like hell was an understatement. Chloe was pale, her face red and blotchy from crying. She had circles under her eyes like bruises, and she looked like a strong wind would push her over.

“Jesus, Chloe. You look like shit.”

“Helpful,” Gwen said drily, brushing past Bailey. She put one of the mugs she carried in Chloe’s hands, then pointed to the sofa. “Sit.”

“I’m okay,” Chloe said, but she sat, her hands wrapped around the mug so tightly her knuckles were white. “I’ve just been crying, and I can’t seem to eat anything.”

Bailey exchanged looks with Gwen as they sat down, Bailey next to Chloe on the sofa and Gwen in the chair opposite. “Are you sick?”

Chloe shook her head, her eyes on the mug in her hands.

“Do we have to bury a dead body?” Gwen asked calmly. “Because if we do, we need to get Bailey some shoes first.”

Chloe let out a watery laugh, and Bailey sent Gwen a look of fierce approval.

Chloe swiped at her cheeks, damp with fresh tears. “No, nothing like that.”

“You’re starting to scare me, Chlo.” Bailey set her mug down on the coffee table, then plucked Chloe’s gently from her grip. She set it next to hers, then laid a gentle hand over Chloe’s. “Tell us what’s wrong, and we’ll figure out how deal with it.”

Chloe turned her hand under Bailey’s to cling, then lifted drenched, devastated eyes. “I’m pregnant.”

 

 




Chapter Ten

“Well,” Bailey said after a moment. “At least it’s not a dead body.”

“I kind of wish it was.” Tears dripped down Chloe’s cheeks, slow and soft. “At least that would be simple.”

“Are you sure?” Gwen asked quietly.

“I took three different tests. Two lines, a plus sign, and Pregnant.”

Bailey blew out a breath. “Yeah, that’s pretty sure. Do you know how far along you are?”

“I think about six weeks?” Chloe bit her lip. “I don’t really have periods anymore, because of the pill, but I think about that.”

“Then you some have time to figure out what you want to do,” Bailey soothed. “And once you decide—”

“I know what I want to do,” Chloe replied.

Bailey nodded. “Okay.”

“I’m getting an abortion,” Chloe said firmly. “My career—my jewelry is selling well, but Lou just started putting it in her stores, and she wants more, and—”

Bailey gave Chloe’s hand a bolstering squeeze. “You don’t have to justify it to us, sweetie.”

Chloe took a deep breath. “I don’t know how to tell Jesse and Knox.”

“You don’t technically have to tell them,” Bailey began.

“That’s a shitty move,” Gwen muttered.

Bailey shot her a quelling look. “It’s her body, and her choice.”

“I didn’t say it wasn’t,” Gwen argued, her brown eyes firing behind her glasses. “I just said it’s shitty not to tell them.”

“Of course, it’s shitty,” Bailey flared back. “That doesn’t mean it’s not the right choice.”

“I’m going to tell them,” Chloe said firmly. “We talked about the what ifs when we quit using condoms, and we all agreed it would be the best thing. But…”

“That was theory,” Bailey said quietly. “And this is reality.”

Chloe’s eyes filled again. “Yeah.”

“Have you guys talked about kids?” Gwen asked.

Chloe sniffed the tears back. “Sure, in a ‘maybe someday’ way. But God, we haven’t even been together a full year. And there’s so much stuff to work out before we add kids to the mix.”

“I can imagine,” Bailey murmured.

Knox and Jesse had been together—and married—for years when Chloe had met them, and what was supposed to be a threesome-fling had turned into love. Bailey knew the decision to enter into a polyamorous relationship had been carefully considered, by all three parties. They were making it work, because they loved each other and wanted to be together, but throwing a baby in the mix would add a layer of complication.

“What do you need from us?” Bailey asked.

Chloe’s fingers tightened on hers in mute gratitude. “Nothing, really. I just needed to tell someone. And build up the courage, I guess, to tell the guys.”

“Do you want us to be with you when you do?” Gwen asked.

For a moment relief shone on Chloe’s face, then she shook her head. “No, I have to do it by myself. But maybe you guys could be on standby, just in case…”

Just in case it goes to shit, Bailey thought, and nodded. “You got it.”

“Thanks.” Taking a deep breath, Chloe rose. “I’m going to go splash some water on my face.”

Bailey let go of her hand. “I’m going to order some food.”

“Nothing too heavy.” One hand pressed to her stomach, Chloe grimaced. “Just in case it comes back up again.”

“Wonton soup?”

“Perfect,” Chloe sighed.

“I’m on it,” Bailey assured her. “Why don’t you take a nice long shower, and it’ll be here when you get out.”

“I think I will. Thanks.”

“No problem,” Bailey said, and waited until she could hear the water running behind the closed bathroom door before she turned to Gwen. “You okay?”

“Fine,” Gwen said and lifted her coffee to her lips. “Where are you ordering from?”

Bailey just looked at her, waiting, and Gwen lowered the cup with a sigh. “Fuck. Did Chloe notice?”

“I don’t think so.” Bailey watched Gwen sag with relief. “What’s going on, Gwennie? You change your mind on this issue since it came up last?”

“What? No.” Gwen shook her head. “No, I absolutely believe in the right of choice. That’s not it.”

“Then?”

“I don’t know.” Gwen looked down, her mouth pursed in thought. “It just hit me weird, I guess.”

“Do you want to go?” Bailey asked quietly. “I can tell Chloe you had to go back to work.”

“No, I— Shit, work.” Gwen dug her phone out of the pocket of her slacks. “I left Jamie in charge.”

“What’d you tell the aunts?” Bailey asked. Chloe’s aunts, Mo and Carrie, owned The Wild Orchid, and if Gwen had told them she was sick or in trouble—

“They’re both off tonight,” Gwen told her, looking at her phone screen. “They had tickets to see Taylor Swift in Chicago.”

Bailley blinked. “Mo and Carrie are Swifties?”

“Strangely, yes.” Gwen looked up. “No frantic texts, but I should go down and check.”

“It’s fine,” Bailey began.

“I’m coming back, Bails.” Gwen stood and tucked the phone back in her pocket. “I can put the weirdness away.”

“If you need to talk about it…”

Gratitude flickered over Gwen’s face. “I know. Thanks.”

“Okay,” Bailey said, and left it at that. “What do you want to eat?”

“The usual, but get extra potstickers. You guys always eat them all.” Gwen started to pass, then paused. “Was it hard?”

Bailey didn’t have to ask what she was talking about, and looked her calmly in the eye when she answered. “No, it wasn’t.”

Gwen nodded. “I’m going to check in downstairs. Buzz me when the food gets here.”

“Will do,” Bailey said, and watched her go.

Then she took out her phone and ordered extra potstickers.

 

* * * *

 

It was after midnight when she let herself back in the house. It was cooler than it had been, and the air was stirring. For a wild, hopeful moment she thought the AC had kicked back on, then noticed the fan in the corner, quietly humming as it oscillated back and forth over the mattress that sat in the center of the room.

The couch had been moved back against the wall to make room, and the pillows she’d left upstairs had been placed at one end. Her duvet lay folded neatly at the other end, and the top sheet was turned down, like they did in fancy hotels. The only thing missing was a little mint on the pillow.

She locked the door, dropped her purse next to the makeshift bed, and forced herself to walk on to the stairs when all she wanted to do was fall face first into a pillow and not move until morning.

God, she was tired. She felt almost bruised by the onslaught of emotions she’d had to delicately navigate. Chloe’s fear and despair, combined with whatever Gwen was feeling. She’d hidden it well, but as they’d talked out a plan for Chloe over Chinese food—the necessary discussion with Jesse and Knox, the logistics of scheduling and then obtaining the abortion—Gwen’s confusion and distress had been clear to Bailey, and had added to the emotional weight she carried.

She glanced at Nash’s bedroom door as she passed, then stuttered to a halt. It was ajar, the light off. From where she stood she could just see the foot of the bed, the shadow of his feet, and had taken two steps forward, one hand lifted to push the door open, before she stopped herself.

She wanted almost desperately to see him, needed almost fiercely to touch him. To wrap her arms around him and let go of the tension and worry and stress of the last few hours, of the next few days. To just let his strong arms take the weight of it all so she could breathe again.

It would be so easy, she thought, her hand on the door. One little push. He’d wake, say her name in his sleepy, husky voice, and turn on the light. He wouldn’t have to ask if something was wrong—he’d see it on her face—and the comfort she sought, he would give. Freely and without expectation, he’d hold her and soothe her, lifting the weight she carried without question.

And that’s why she couldn’t take it.

She dropped her hand, her fingertips brushing down the smooth wood of the door, then turned away. Her footfalls were heavy on the stairs as she climbed them to change for bed. She brushed her teeth like a robot, washed her face and took the contacts out of her gritty eyes on autopilot.

By the time she made it back downstairs, fatigue was dragging at her. She pulled her phone out of her purse to turn off her alarm—tomorrow was her day off—and noted the battery was in the red zone. Which meant she’d have to go back upstairs for her charger.

She started to turn, to drag herself back up the stairs, then she stopped. There, on the end table where the single light he’d left on for her cast its welcoming glow, was the wireless charging pad that lived on her bedroom nightstand. He’d brought it down, she realized, along with the pillows and the duvet and the sheet, and the simple thoughtfulness of the gesture had her eyes going blurry with tears. She blinked through them to set the phone on the charger, then fumbled with clumsy fingers to turn off the light.

In the dark, she fell into bed, and into sleep.

 

* * * *

 

She woke the next morning with the sun in her face, the scent of coffee in her nose, and an urgent need for the bathroom.

Shoving the sheet aside—at some point in the night she’d actually gotten chilly—she crawled off the mattress and pushed to her feet. Still mostly asleep, she stumbled down the hall to the bathroom and pushed open the door just as Nash whipped back the shower curtain.

“Shit!” She slammed her eyes shut and backed up so fast she bumped into the door frame, then the door, then finally the wall across from the bathroom. “Shit! Ow!”

“You okay?” Nash asked, clearly amused.

“No, I hit my funny bone.” Rubbing at the stinging, tingling pain, she kept her eyes firmly shut. “Sorry. I didn’t know you were in the shower.”

“You would have, if you’d knocked.”

“I was still half asleep,” she protested.

“Okay. Why are your eyes closed?”

“Because you’re naked.” Gloriously, beautifully naked.

There was a rustle, then the sound of the medicine cabinet opening and closing. “What, you’re shy now?”

She was starting to get annoyed. “Are you being an ass on purpose, or does it just come naturally?”

He chuckled, a rich rumble that made her skin pop out in gooseflesh. “Sorry, I couldn’t resist. I almost never see you flustered. It’s pretty cute.”

“Blow me,” she suggested tartly.

“I thought we weren’t doing that anymore.”

Eyes still closed, she stuck her tongue out at him.

He chuckled again. “If you need the bathroom, I’ll be out in a minute.”

She risked popping one eye open. He stood at the sink, a towel draped loose and low over his hips while he squeezed toothpaste on his toothbrush. “I can use the one upstairs.”

“Okay,” he said agreeably and set down the toothpaste. He started to raise the toothbrush to his mouth, then paused, one tawny eyebrow quirked in question. “Are you going to use it soon?”

She was staring like a virgin, she realized, and scowled to cover the blush as she turned to stomp down the hall and up the stairs.

She dealt with her most pressing need first, then turned on the shower. The heat was already rising, leaving her feeling sticky, and since she’d forgotten to tie her hair back before bed, it was a tangled mess.

She climbed into the narrow stall, adjusted the temperature to just shy of too cold, stood under the spray and tried not to think about Nash naked.

She failed.

Dammit, he’d looked so good. Skin gleaming as water dripped, his eyes dark as coal. There’d been surprise in those eyes when the door had burst open, followed quickly by amusement and the low, simmering heat that seemed to live in his gaze. She’d slammed her eyes shut, but not fast enough to avoid the sight of his penis, hanging soft and flaccid between his thick thighs. And with that quick, almost accidental glimpse, desire had bloomed.

She closed her eyes now, sighing as the water streamed over her along with the memories. She knew just how that penis could fill her up, pussy or mouth or even ass if she was in the mood, and the water was suddenly too warm.

She reached back and cranked it down a notch, shivering when the chill increased, and picked up the soap.

It was just a penis, she lectured herself, and lathered a washcloth. It was nothing special. It couldn’t solve world hunger or bring peace to warring nations or do something really useful like fix her damn air conditioning, and it wasn’t, despite what a great number of their owners seemed to believe, a magic producer of orgasms.

As far as she was concerned, one dick was pretty much the same as another—it was the person it was attached to that mattered. That this one was attached to Nash was the problem.

She wanted him. She’d have to accept that, she realized, if she wanted to get past it. And she did—she had to, because she couldn’t afford to have her heart broken again.

There was a quick, painful pinch under her heart, a shadow of that remembered pain. Deliberately turning away from the memories, she slid a hand between her legs. Better to focus on what she could have than what she couldn’t, she told herself, and with slow, unhurried strokes, let desire build.

She closed her eyes and let the image of his non-magic penis bloom in her mind. As he’d been this morning, wet and soft and flaccid. As he’d been when she’d woken him with her mouth on his cock, thick and hard and pulsing with need. She could all but feel him in her mouth, in her hand, and her fingers quickened on her pussy.

She circled her clit as her thoughts shifted, a home movie of intimate moments playing in her mind. Him pinning her legs down and feasting on her, eating her cunt like he’d wanted to devour her whole, humping against the mattress in time with the pulse of her hips. Sliding inside her, painfully slow, until she’d been ready to beg.

The coil of desire in her belly grew tighter, heavier, but the orgasm remained distressingly out of reach. Frustrated, she redoubled her efforts, angling her body so she could get a foot on the soap ledge in the cramped stall and slide a finger into her pussy.

She shuddered at the added sensation, and for a moment the orgasm was right there. But she couldn’t go over.

She worked herself harder, closing her eyes to focus. Fucking herself hard with two fingers, then three, scissoring them apart in the hopes that the stretch, that slight pain would send her tumbling over the edge. Rubbing her clit with the other hand, harder, firmer, so it ached with need and her entire core felt like a thick, pulsing nerve scraped raw.

And still she couldn’t come.

On a pained oath, she yanked her fingers free, wincing when her battered, sensitive flesh protested, and picked up the shampoo bottle.

When she stepped out of the shower to dry off, her pussy was still pulsing, still begging for relief. She did her best to ignore it, weaving her wet hair into a thick braid and brushing her teeth before dressing for the day in a loose cotton sundress and the softest panties that she could find. Then, still ignoring, she went back downstairs.

Nash was at the kitchen table, dressed in blue shorts and a white T-shirt with a blue whale on the front, sipping coffee.

He glanced up when she walked in, his eyes flicking over her briefly before coming back to her face. “You okay?”

She started to force a smile, to lie, then decided she didn’t have the energy. “Not really.”

Concern darkened his eyes and he set down the coffee pot. “What’s wrong?”

My pussy hurts and I can’t come, she thought wryly, but shook her head. “I’m just tired. I didn’t get in until after midnight.”

“Is Chloe okay?”

She pulled a coffee cup down from the cupboard and poured herself a cup before answering. “For now, yeah.”

“Anything I can do?”

Her belly clutched, and she reached for the sugar bowl. He would ask, because that was the kind of man he was. How had she forgotten that? “No. But thanks.”

The silence hummed while she stirred in her sugar, then she turned and leaned back against the counter. “So, is this what the up-and-coming young insurance executive wears these days?”

Nash glanced down at his T-shirt and shorts. “The ones who work from home. The ones in the office wear suits, poor bastards.”

“Isn’t that you today? I thought you were going in for the AC.”

“I will if it’s not fixed by tomorrow.” He frowned. “Which means I’ll have to dig out my suit.”

“Suit?” she queried. “Singular?”

“Why would a man have more than one suit?”

“I have no idea,” she said drily. “So you’re planning to sweat through your Zoom meetings today?”

He shook his head. “I took the day off.”

Her belly did a quick little jig. “Any special reason?”

“Merry-Go-Round Museum.”

She rolled her eyes. “I should’ve known.”

“I like museums,” he said defensively.

“Oh, I’m aware,” she drawled. “I’m the one who spent spring break waiting for you in the Smithsonian.”

“You’re the one who wanted to go to DC,” he pointed out.

“For the cherry blossoms,” she reminded him. “For the theatre, the nightlife.”

“Museums have nightlife,” he protested, and grinned when she snorted. “Okay, that might be a stretch.”

“Where is this merry-go-round museum?”

“In Sandusky.”

Her eyes lit up. “Ooh, Cedar Point.”

“Not on my agenda,” he said firmly.

She shook her head sadly. “You never want to have any fun, Nash.”

“Roller coasters make me puke, Bailey. How is that fun?”

“Fair point.” She sipped her coffee as nostalgia swamped her. “I haven’t been to Cedar Point in years.”

“Why not? You love that place.”

She shrugged. “I get busy, and by the time I have time, the season’s over.”

“Go today.”

“What?”

“Ditch work and go today. Come on, Bay, what’s the point of owning your own business if you can’t do what you want?”

“I can’t ditch because it’s my business,” she told him impatiently. “Employees rely on me, and clients don’t like last minute cancellations.”

“So, tell them you had an emergency.”

Genuinely aghast, she shook her head. “That’s just asking the universe to give you a real emergency.”

He rolled his eyes. “You don’t really believe that, do you?”

“Don’t you remember when you told your mother you couldn’t come home for the weekend because you had the flu?”

He jabbed a finger at her. “I didn’t drop you, I slipped. The floor was slippery.”

“It was slippery because you didn’t make sure the shower curtain was closed. You sprained your ankle, I needed six stiches, and we had to pay for the damages from you ripping the towel bar out of the wall.”

He scowled. “That thing was not sturdy at all.”

“The point is, you don’t tempt fate,” she finished triumphantly. “Which I wouldn’t have to do anyway, because it’s my day off.”

“Then what the hell are you arguing with me for?”

She shrugged. “It’s fun?”

“You’re such a pain in the ass.”

She grinned. “Hey, Nash?”

“No.”

She blinked. “You don’t even know what I’m going to ask.”

“You want me to go to Cedar Point with you,” he said and shook his head. “Well, forget it. I don’t do roller coasters, and I want to go to the museum.”

“I’ll go with you to the museum if come to Cedar Point with me,” she wheedled.

His eyes narrowed in suspicion. “Why?”

“Why not? I’ve been to museums with you before.”

“And I had to drag you to every single one,” he reminded her, eyes still narrowed. “You hate museums.”

“I do not hate them,” she protested. “I just don’t see why you have to look at every tiny little thing in every single exhibit.”

“Because I do,” he said stubbornly.

“Fine. I’ll watch you look at every little thing in the carousel museum—”

“Merry-Go-Round,” he corrected.

“—if you come to Cedar Point with me. And I won’t complain or try to drag you out of there early or annoy you if I get bored.”

“Is that even possible?” he wondered.

“They probably have a gift shop or a café. I’ll go there.”

“Why do you want me to go to Cedar Point with you?” He looked genuinely baffled. “I can’t go on any of the rides.”

“Because it won’t be any fun alone. Please, Nash?”

He stared at her for a moment, and she thought he was going to say no. Then he held up a finger. “We go to the museum first.”

She nodded so fast she almost got dizzy. “Absolutely.”

“And I get to look at everything,” he continued. “You don’t try to rush me, or nag me to go faster, or sigh really loud so I know you’re annoyed.”

“Cross my heart,” she swore, swiping her finger in an X over her chest.

“And buy me lunch and a souvenir.”

“Okay, now you’re getting a little greedy.”

He folded his arms over his chest. “Those are my terms. Take it or leave it.”

She wanted to pretend to think it over, but she was too happy. “Fine. Lunch—at a place of my choosing—and a souvenir of your choosing.”

He thrust out a hand. “Deal.”

“Deal.” She shook his hand solemnly, then let the grin loose. “I’m going to go get the sunscreen. Cedar Point, here we come!”

“God help me,” he said fervently, but when she dashed past him to run upstairs, she saw his smile.

 

 




Chapter Eleven

Bailey stepped inside the gates of Cedar Point, a bounce in her step. “I want to go on Gemini first.”

He fell in step beside her. “You always want to go on Gemini first.”

“It’s my favorite.”

“I know. You made me go on it with you the first time we came here.”

“Aw, you remembered. That’s so sweet.”

“A guy doesn’t forget the first time he projectile vomits on thirty strangers.”

She snorted out a laugh and snagged his hand to give it a swing. “You can just watch this time.”

“Thank you so much. You liked the museum.”

She glanced up at him as they made their way down the fairway. He’d slid on a pair of sunglasses in the car, mirrored lenses that reflected her own face back at her. “I said I did.”

“No, I mean you really liked it. You didn’t go to the gift shop until the end.”

“To buy your souvenir,” she reminded him. “Which is adorable, by the way.”

“Forget it, it’s mine.”

“I bought it,” she corrected.

“For me, because that was the deal.” He looked down at her. “You could’ve bought yourself one.”

“I was going to, but you got the last one.” She aimed a pout. “What are you going to do with it?”

“It’s a Christmas ornament. I’m going to put it on my Christmas tree.” He tugged her hand to pull her out of the path of a mass of giggling, chattering teenagers. “Why, what were you going to do with it?”

“Hang it from my rear-view mirror.”

He laughed.

“It’s too pretty to only put up at Christmas.” They skirted around a mom trying to soothe a crying toddler. Bailey imagined the ice cream cone currently melting on the ground at the toddler’s feet was the cause of the distress. “How about you let me hang it from my mirror until December, then you can have it for the tree.”

“Get your own,” he repeated.

“Friends share, Nash,” she pointed out.

“Blah, blah, blah.” He drew to a halt and looked up at the twin curls of steel track above them that was the Gemini. “We’re here.”

“Oh good, the line’s short. Sure you don’t want to come with me?” she asked, giving his hand a playful tug. “It’s been what, ten years since you’ve ridden a coaster? Maybe you’ve gotten over the puking thing.”

“If I haven’t, I’ll be puking on you,” he pointed out.

“On second thought.” She dropped his hand. “See you after.”

“I’ll be here.”

But when she got off the coaster, flushed and happy, he wasn’t.

She looked around, shading her eyes—she needed to find a shop that sold sunglasses—and spotted him crossing the blacktop, dodging people, with an ice cream cone in each hand.

“That was fast,” he said when he reached her.

“Short line. What’s this?”

He held out a cone. “Moose Tracks.”

“Yum.” She took the cone and gave the dripping treat a lick. “What’d you get?”

“Superman.”

She wrinkled her nose. “Ew.”

“Judge not lest ye be judged, she who puts pineapple on pizza and eats oysters.”

Bailey choked back a laugh. “Where to next?”

“It’s your rodeo,” he reminded her. “I’m just here for the ice cream.”

“Iron Dragon.” She turned in a circle. “I think it’s that way.”

“Lead on, MacDuff.”

She started walking. “The quote is ‘lay on, MacDuff’.”

He fell into step beside her. “Then lay on, MacDuff.”

“And it doesn’t mean ‘lead the way’ it means ‘let’s fight’. Macbeth said it to MacDuff during their duel.”

“I’ll fight you after I finish my ice cream.”

They found the Iron Dragon, and Nash held Bailey’s ice cream for safekeeping while she rode it. They worked their way through the park, Bailey riding the coasters and Nash holding her food, and the ever-growing pile of stuff she just had to buy.

“Why did you need a giant stuffed elephant again?” he asked, stopping to hitch it more securely under his arm.

“It’s cute.” She reached up to drape the trunk around Nash’s neck. “There, now so are you.”

She couldn’t see his eyes behind the sunglasses, but his exasperation was clear. “Then you carry it.”

“I can’t, I’ll get cheese all over it.”

He looked at the giant container of nachos in her hand. “Give me one of those.”

“Of course, Nash.” She smiled sweetly and scooped up a chip, dripping with cheese sauce and loaded with jalapeños. “I’m willing to share.”

He ignored the jab and opened his mouth. She slipped the chip in, and he crunched with obvious delight. “Mmm. More.”

“Okay, but let’s sit.” She looked around, and spotting an empty bench, pointed. “There.”

They trooped over, Nash almost dropping the elephant twice, and sat. Nash piled his loot—technically, her loot—on the bench beside him, then reached for the nachos. He lifted a chip, dripping with cheese, and crammed it into his mouth. “God, these are disgusting.”

“I know.” She snagged one for herself, savoring the creamy cheese sauce and the bite of the jalapeños. “But so good.”

He grunted in agreement and continued to eat. “We need a drink.”

There was a lemonade stand directly across from them. “I’ll be right back.”

She had to wait in line, so by the time she got back with two giant cups of lemonade, there were only a few nachos left in the bowl.

Nash traded them for one of the drinks. “Saved the last ones for you.”

“You’re too generous.” She sat down, and with the lemonade on the ground between her feet, polished them off.

“I have a question about the group project.”

She glanced at Nash. “Okay.”

“Where do you want to have it?”

“You mean like, what location?” She sucked cheese sauce off her thumb. “I hadn’t really thought about it. What are my options?”

“At home, or an in-call space of one of his friends.”

She frowned. “Not a hotel?”

He shook his head. “Sawyer nixed that. Too risky.”

“Oh.” She couldn’t think why a hotel would be risky, but he was the professional. “Why don’t you choose?”

“Me?”

“Sure. I trust you,” she said, then jerked when the phone in her pocket buzzed. She pulled it out, then stilled when she read the text from Chloe in the group chat. 

 

On my way to tell them. Wish me luck.

 

“Shit.”

“Problem?” Nash asked.

Bailey looked up, then back at her phone. “Maybe,” she said, thumbs flying as she texted back. 

 

Do you need us?

 

Depends how this goes, came the reply.

 

Gwen replied before Bailey could. On standby. Keep us posted.

 

Will do, Chloe replied. Love you guys.

 

Bailey sent back her customary heart emoji, then looked up. “I need to go home.”

If Nash was caught off guard, he didn’t show it. He stood, carried the empty nacho bowl to the trash can a few feet away, then came back and picked up the elephant. “Okay, let’s go.”

Bailey got to her feet, nearly upending the forgotten lemonade. She picked it up and tossed it in the trash, then reached for the elephant. “I can carry that.”

“I’ve got it. You get the bag.”

She scooped up the bag that held the T-shirt, keychain, souvenir mug and the caricature she’d made Nash sit for. “Thanks, Nash.”

“No problem.” He shifted the elephant, stuffing it under one arm, then snagged her hand.

He was moving quickly, dodging and weaving through the throngs of people like a Heisman candidate, and she had to scramble to keep up. “Slow down.”

“Sorry.” His pace immediately eased. “I figured it was an emergency.”

“Not exactly,” she hedged.

“So, I don’t need to risk an arrest for reckless driving on the way home?”

They were almost at the exit. “Maybe just a speeding ticket.”

“Got it.”

The walk across the packed parking lot seemed interminable, but within ten minutes she was buckling her seatbelt and pulling out her phone again.

She started to text Gwen, then decided to call instead.

“Hey,” Gwen answered.

“You at work?”

“I did the lunch shift, just got off. Where are you?”

“Sandusky.”

“What the hell are you doing there?”

“It’s a long story.” Bailey braced a hand on the door as Nash took the turn out of the parking lot at speed. “I’m on my way back now.”

“It’s what, an hour and a half drive?”

Bailey glanced at the speedometer and did some quick math. “More like an hour.”

Nash hit the freeway onramp and put his foot to the floor. “I can get that down to forty-five minutes.”

“Was that Nash? You’re in Sandusky with Nash?”

“Long story,” Bailey repeated. “It’s not life or death, Nash. You can keep it under eighty.”

He eased his foot off the accelerator, then set the cruise control at seventy-eight.

“If this is about the gang bang, I don’t want to know about it,” Gwen was saying.

“Not everything is about sex, Gwen.”

Gwen snorted. “Right. Listen, I have a date tonight—”

“Speaking of sex.”

“Ha ha. I’m not meeting him until seven, but I’m going to cancel.”

Bailey glanced at the clock on the dash. It was quarter to four. “Hold off on that. If we haven’t heard back from Chloe by the time I get back into town, I’ll have Nash drop me at your place. We can figure things out from there.”

“That’ll work. Tag me when you hit town.”

“Will do. Later.” Bailey disconnected the call, checked the group chat—nothing new—then leaned back against the headrest with a sigh.

“Everything okay?”

“So far.” She opened her eyes. Ohio was flying by through the windshield, Nash’s hands firm on the wheel. “Thanks.”

“For what?”

“This,” she said, gesturing. “Getting me home, not asking any questions.”

“I figured if it was my business, you’d tell me. And if it’s not?” He shrugged. “I don’t need to know. Unless whatever trouble Chloe’s in is going to come for you.”

That startled a laugh out of her. “That would be literally impossible.”

He looked at her briefly, then turned back to face the road. “Okay, then.”

For a moment, the only sound was the highway rushing by under the wheels. Then Nash said, “Can I ask you a personal question?”

Wiling to be distracted from worrying about Chloe, she glanced at his profile. “I might not answer, but you can ask.”

“Fair enough. How’d you manage the hysterectomy?”

“With excellent prescription drugs.”

He flashed a grin. “Good for you, but that’s not what I’m asking. How’d you get a doctor to finally do it?”

“It wasn’t easy,” she admitted, watching the landscape through the window, a green and brown blur. “It took me five years to find someone who would even consider it, another year to convince them I wasn’t going to change my mind, and six more months to wade through the bureaucratic bullshit and actually have the surgery.”

“Six and a half years? Jesus.”

“And I had to pay for it out of pocket,” she continued.

“You didn’t have insurance?”

“They wouldn’t pay for it,” she corrected. “I didn’t have cancer or fibroids or endometriosis, or any of the other conditions they deem terrible enough to justify getting rid of your uterus, so it was deemed ‘not medically necessary’. And not covered.”

His eyebrows jerked together in a scowl. “That’s fucked up.”

“Yep,” she agreed.

“How much was it?”

“Too much,” she said drily. “But I had them go through my vagina instead of my abdomen, and that actually made it cheaper.”

“Ow.”

His instinctive flinch made her laugh. “Healing was quicker that way, too. I was back at work in a week.”

“Jesus, why?” He signaled left, zipped around a slow-moving minivan, then slipped back into the right lane. “If I had an internal organ removed, I’d stay in bed for a month.”

“I’m self-employed,” she reminded him. “Not a luxury I have.”

“Still. A week? Weren’t you still in pain? Bleeding?”

“A little, but it wasn’t any worse than a shitty period at that point.”

“I’d stay in bed for those, too.”

She snickered. “Mom stayed with me after surgery, drove me to work for about a week, and that was it.”

“She was supportive of the surgery? Your mom?”

Bailey waggled her hand back and forth. “Yes, because she knew it was what I wanted. But there was some mourning, there.”

“Sure.”

“She got over it, and since my cousins are popping out kids left and right, she can get a baby fix pretty much any time she wants.” She looked at him. “What about you?”

“Me?”

“Is Lori bugging you for grandbabies?” she teased, referring to his mother.

“She was, until I told her I’d booked a vasectomy.”

She blinked in surprise. “You got snipped?”

“I was going to.” He shot her a sheepish glance. “I chickened out.”

“Wuss.”

“Oh, yeah,” he agreed. “Mom thinks I went through with it though, and that’s for the best. And now that Keely’s engaged, she’s focused all her gimme-grandkids energy there.”

His sister was engaged? “Keely’s not old enough to get married.”

He laughed. “She’s twenty-four.”

Bailey grimaced. “Shit, I feel old. The last time I saw her she’d just gotten her driver’s license.”

“Eight years is a long time.”

She started to answer, then jerked when her phone buzzed. She grabbed for it, nearly dropping it, and swiped open the message.

She scanned the text, holding her breath, then let it out in a woosh.

“I assume that means it’s good news?”

“It is. And I don’t have to beat anybody up.”

That got her a curious glance, but all he said was, “That’s good. You look terrible in orange.”

“I look amazing in orange,” she corrected and, with relief making her giddy, laughed. “And you know it.”

“Nobody looks ‘amazing’ in orange,” he argued, then relented. “But you look pretty good.”

“Amazing,” she repeated. She typed out a quick response in the group chat, sent a separate message to Gwen, then set her phone down with a sigh.

“You still want me to take you by Gwen’s?”

Bailey hesitated, then shook her head. “No need to now.”

“Okay, then. What do you want to do with the rest of the day?”

“I don’t know.” She grimaced. The house had been closed up all day, and the heat was going to be miserable. “It’s too early for dinner, and I’m not hungry anyway.”

He snorted. “Small wonder.”

“Don’t judge.” She’d taken full and shameless advantage of the wide variety of junk food available at the park, and had zero regrets.

“It’s not judgement, it’s admiration. I’ve never seen anyone eat an elephant ear that fast.”

“Shut up,” she said, but she was laughing. “We have to think of some place to go that doesn’t serve food, has air conditioning, and won’t kick us out.”

“How about a movie?”

“They serve food.”

“We don’t have to buy it,” he pointed out reasonably.

“Yes, we do.” Genuinely appalled, she stared at him. “You can’t go to a movie and not get popcorn, Nash. That’s unconscionable.”

“It’s stale, overpriced, and gives me the farts.”

“Then we definitely can’t go to a movie.”

“We could find another museum.”

“Absolutely not. One museum a day is my limit.”

He drummed his fingers on the steering wheel. “Arcade?”

“Talk about overpriced,” she said with a snort, but the idea had appeal. “I haven’t been to an arcade in years. Think they still have foosball?”

“Only one way to find out.”

 

* * * *

 

“I still say you cheated.”

“Don’t be ridiculous.” Bailey climbed the steps of home with a spring in her step. The sun had set, taking with it the blazing heat of the day, and she’d kicked Nash’s ass at foosball. “How can you cheat at foosball?”

“I don’t know, but you did.” Behind her, Nash juggled his armful of park souvenirs with the bag of leftovers from dinner. “Why aren’t you carrying anything?”

“I am.” She held up the little carved wooden carousel horse. “See?”

“That’s still mine,” he reminded her.

She aimed an innocent smile over her shoulder. “Absolutely.”

He scowled. “I know that look.”

“No idea what you’re talking about,” she said blithely and punched the code into the lock. Braced for the blast of heat, she stepped into the house. “Ugh.”

He walked in behind her. “It’s actually not too bad.”

It wasn’t a sauna, but it was still uncomfortably hot. Especially after the arcade and the restaurant, both of which had their AC set to Arctic Blast. “Yes, it is.”

“If we get some air moving, it won’t be.” Nash walked past her, skirted the mattress in the middle of the floor to dump everything onto the sofa, then moved to the front windows. “Go turn the fan on.”

Deciding it couldn’t hurt, she crossed the room to switch it on, then plucked the bag of food from the jumble on the sofa. “I’m putting this away. Want a water?”

He was struggling with the window. The wood had swelled in the heat, and the old rope and pulley that operated the window was stubborn at the best of times. “Yes. Jesus, are these things glued shut?”

Leaving him to it, she stashed the leftovers and came back with two bottles of water. She’d had the foresight to stock the fridge before they’d left for the museum, so they were icy cold.

He was opening on the second window when she walked in. “Here.”

He grunted, nudging the sash up inch by inch. “Hang on, I’ve almost got it.”

She waited until he had it open, then passed him the water. “Nicely done.”

“Fuck, I actually worked up a sweat doing that.” He took the water and swiped the cool, condensation-covered plastic over his forehead. “You need new windows.”

“They’re original to the house,” she told him. “They have charm.”

He twisted the cap off the water. “They’re a pain in the ass.”

She shrugged while he guzzled. “Only if you have to open them.”

He lowered the bottle. “They weren’t that bad yesterday.”

“Because I opened them early, when the house was still relatively cool. The wood swells in the heat.”

“Right.” He polished off the rest of the water, then handed her the empty bottle. “I’m going to get a shower.”

“Oh. Okay.”

He paused, his gaze flicking to her face. “That okay?”

“Oh, sure.” She pasted on a smile. “I’ll wait till you’re done.”

“If you want to go first—”

“No, you go ahead,” she said hurriedly, keeping the smile in place. “I’m just going to, ah, call my mom. She texted me, so I’m going to call her back.”

Still eyeing her curiously, he nodded. “Okay. I won’t be long.”

“Take your time,” she chirped, and kept smiling until he’d disappeared down the hall. Then she opened her water and drank the whole bottle where she stood.

“Get yourself together, Bailey,” she muttered when she’d finished, and crossing to the sofa, pulled out her phone.

Chloe had sent an update to the group chat about an hour ago, and Bailey re-read it. 

 

Scheduled procedure in Ann Arbor for Monday—medication, not surgical. Jesse and Knox both coming with. Will stay overnight Monday, home on Tuesday.

 

Gwen had replied. How are you feeling?

 

Relieved, was Chloe’s reply. Loved.

 

You are loved, Bailey replied now. Call me tomorrow, okay?

 

She set her phone aside, not expecting a reply and, toeing off her shoes, curled her feet under her. The water turned on in the bathroom, and with the faint drumming filling her ears, she let herself drift.

Chloe was lucky to have gotten an appointment so quickly, lucky she’d be able to manage the abortion with medication and avoid a surgical procedure. Her own recovery hadn’t been bad—mostly like a really shitty period—but surgery increased the likelihood of complications, and she was glad her friend could avoid that.

And she was glad the boyfriends had stepped up. She hadn’t really expected otherwise—they loved Chloe, and the three of them were unquestionably committed to one another—but an unintended pregnancy could throw a seemingly stable, supportive relationship into chaos. And abortion was still a controversial choice for many.

She didn’t often think about how lucky she’d been that, when the two little lines had shown up on that dollar store test, Nash had been nothing but supportive of her choice to terminate the pregnancy. She knew women—in college and since—who hadn’t been so lucky, who’d had to go through the stress and anxiety of accessing care all by themselves. Or, worse, who’d been tricked or guilted or straight up forced to carry an unwanted pregnancy to term.

Braxton didn’t have an abortion clinic, and although the Ohio state constitution protected access to abortion, politicians continued to try to restrict access. They passed bills that forced women to listen to anti-choice propaganda disguised as medical information. There were medically unnecessary waiting periods, restrictions on who could dispense abortion medication and how, laws designed specifically to put as many barriers between women and affordable, science-based care.

And then there were the protestors.

They’d been stacked three deep across the street at the clinic in Illinois, waving signs with bible verses and pictures of babies, shouting ‘murderer’ and worse. It had pissed her off so much that she’d wanted to fight them. Nash had held her back, reminding that she’d miss her appointment if she took time out to kick anti-choice ass. So she’d kept walking into the clinic, shielded by Nash and the clinic escort in the bullet proof vest from the hate being spewed.

Her heart ached that Chloe might have to go through that, but she’d have Jesse and Knox to protect her. As she’d had Nash.

She’d never told him how grateful she was—how much she’d loved him for that. Oh, she’d loved him before, with the enthusiasm and purity of youth. But it had been innocent, and in some ways painfully naïve.

The unplanned pregnancy could’ve killed that innocent, naïve love. Instead it had solidified it, strengthened it into something deeper and stronger, and for that alone she knew she’d never love anyone the way she’d loved Nash.

Which is one of the reasons why, she thought with an ache tightening her chest, it hurt so much when it shattered.

The water cut off, jerking her out of her thoughts and propelling her off the sofa. It was early, and she’d planned to watch a movie before bed, but she was suddenly exhausted. She wanted a shower, and to sleep, and not think about painful things that couldn’t be changed.

So she went upstairs, grateful the bathroom door remained closed when she passed. She showered and dressed for bed, focusing on mundane things like her schedule for the following day, and the overflowing laundry hamper in the corner that she would need to deal with shortly. And when she was sure Nash had gone to bed, she crept back downstairs.

She turned off the lamp he’d left on for her, set her phone on the charger, then lay down and prayed for oblivion.

 

 




Chapter Twelve

Oblivion was not forthcoming.

In the dark, Bailey reached out a hand for her phone, holding it up to see the time. Two-forty-seven a.m., and she hadn’t slept a wink. At this rate she was going to have to fob her eight o’clock appointment off on someone else, lest she fall asleep mid-haircut and accidentally give the client a reverse mullet.

She set the phone back down and rolled onto her stomach, scrunching the pillow and curving her arms around it. After a couple of seconds her back began to ache, so she rolled onto her right side. Normally she preferred to sleep on her left side, but that meant facing Nash’s closed bedroom door, and even with her eyes shut that was distracting.

Annoyed and frustrated, she flopped onto her back and tried to think of something boring. The merry-go-round museum should’ve done the trick, even though it hadn’t been nearly as boring as she’d thought it would be. But thinking about the museum led to thinking about Nash, and how cute he’d looked studying all the antique carousel horses, somberly reading the plaques of each one.

Since thinking of Nash led to thoughts of sex, and how if she hadn’t cut him off she could’ve had some, and would even now be relaxed and satisfied from orgasms and sleeping like a baby. But she had cut him off, and so there would be no orgasms unless she gave them to herself.

She often used masturbation as sleep aid, something to allow her busy mind to quiet and her body to relax. Except Nash was sleeping only a dozen or so feet away, right on the other side of a closed door and a thin wall, and under those circumstances, rubbing one out seemed…well, rude, so she hadn’t.

But it was going on three in the morning, and she desperately needed sleep, and what Nash didn’t know wouldn’t hurt him.

So she wiggled out of her sleep shorts, tugged the tank top up over her breasts, spread her legs and laid her hand over her vulva. With pubic hair prickling her fingertips, she parted the soft outer lips to find the hot, damp flesh between.

She was wet, which wasn’t a shock. Between the missed orgasm in the shower this morning and spending the whole day with Nash, she’d expected wet. But she hadn’t expected soaked, and the discovery shocked a startled “Oh!” from her lips that sounded so abnormally loud in the middle-of-the-night dark that she froze.

She waited, heartbeat pounding in her ears, her hand still under the sheet. But Nash’s door didn’t open and no light appeared under the door, and after a long moment she relaxed again, breath sighing out in relief, and turned her focus back to her wet, hot pussy.

She spread her thighs wider, tenting the sheet over her knees, then impatiently kicked it off. Cool air met hot flesh, making her shiver, and her nipples tightened almost painfully. She shifted her free hand to her breasts, plucking and rubbing the sensitive tips, mimicking the stroke of her other hand below.

She glided her fingers over her clit, testing, and her hips jerked at the shock of sensation. She was so ready, wet and swollen and sensitive, and pleasure built fast and hard.

Within seconds she was panting, straining, hips rolling with the stroke of her fingertips, nipples tingling with sensation as she continued to play with them. But while the tension and the heat built, the orgasm remained frustratingly out of reach.

Exasperated, she shifted to apply direct pressure to her clit, hoping it would push her over the edge. She was so sensitive it was almost painful, and she held her breath in anticipation.

Nothing happened.

Impatient, she shifted gears, sliding her fingers lower to delve between slick folds to the empty hole that pulsed and twitched and ached with the need for release. It opened greedily for the thrust of her fingers, shivering with dark delight at the stretch of delicate tissues. She curved her fingers, searching for that soft, spongy spot along the front wall of her sheath. She found it easily, stroked eagerly.

And still nothing.

Squeezing her eyes closed in concentration, she fucked herself with frantic, almost desperate intensity. Her hand slapped wetly against her pussy, the heel hitting her clit on every stroke, but it wasn’t enough. She abandoned her nipples to work both hole and clit, hands moving together in a coordinated, wicked blur, fighting for release.

She arched upward, reaching, straining to get there. The orgasm was so close now that she could all but taste it, those first telltale tingles spreading out from her groin as the coil of tension wound tighter and tighter in her core. Her thighs tensed, her body shook. She held her breath, poised on the edge, rubbing and fucking furiously. Just…a little…more…

It didn’t register at first, the faint scraping noise, so focused was she on what was happening—or not happening—inside her. It was the muffled oath that had her eyes flying open.

Nash stood in the doorway of his bedroom, the light from his bedside lamp pale and golden behind him. Backlit as he was, she couldn’t see his face, but she knew—she knew—he was watching her. That he was drinking in the sight of her, spread and sprawled on the mattress with her tank top rucked up above her tits and her thighs spread obscenely wide while her hands worked feverishly between. That he was hearing the slap of her hands on her pussy, the soft squelch of her fingers plunging deep.

Then he shifted, just slightly, his head now blocking the glow of the lamp. And his eyes were so bright, locked on hers and blazing with shock and lust and something so elemental and visceral raw that she went flying over the edge.

She cried out—no need to keep quiet now, and she couldn’t have anyway—her body jerking and spasming with the orgasm. Her blood roared in her ears, her muscles went stiff as it rolled through her, wave after wave of swamping, smothering pleasure, jolt after jolt of bone-rattling ecstasy. She was lost in it, helpless against it, open and vulnerable, stripped bare before him.

And he watched, eyes fierce, expression like stone, his gaze holding hers like a physical force she couldn’t look away from, and it happened again, harder and heavier than the first time. The sound that slipped from her lips was raw and ragged, dragged from her very depths, joy and pain, demand and surrender.

When it was over, when her muscles had stopped trembling and jerking and the lingering sparks of pleasure had faded, she lay limp and empty on the mattress. Sleep threatened, unwelcome now, and she fought it. But her mind was finally calm, her body at last sated, and the battle was lost.

The last thing she saw before her eyes slid closed and oblivion claimed her was his eyes, bright and fierce and bold and burning. For her.

 

* * * *

 

Morning brought with it a sharp need to pee and a level of embarrassment Bailey hadn’t felt in…well, ever. But then again, she’d never masturbated herself to screaming orgasm while the former love of her life watched.

She’d fallen asleep so fast she hadn’t put her sleep shorts back on, or even pulled her tank top down over her tits, adding to her embarrassment. But when she glanced down she was covered neatly by the sheet, and her cheeks burned when she realized Nash must have tucked her in.

“Fuck,” she muttered, and darted a quick look at his bedroom door. Firmly closed, and she could hear no stirring within, so she scrambled up. Gathering her shorts and her phone, she hurried as quietly and as quickly as she could to the stairs and up.

Her shower was fast—thank God she’d washed her hair the night before—and she dressed quickly in a short cotton tank dress in red, forgoing her usual dithering over which outfit to wear and how to style it in favor of speed. She left her hair in the braid she’d slept in—she could rework that at the salon—and grabbed a pair of black Chucks. She tucked her phone between her boobs, dug some socks out of her drawer to go with the shoes, and snuck back downstairs.

Her bag was still by the front door, so she stuffed the shoes and socks inside and prepared to escape. Then she stopped with a mental curse and went to open the first window.

It slid up smoothly but not silently, creaking and groaning and screeching as the ropes and weights shifted to move the pane up, and she darted a look over her shoulder. Nash’s door remained firmly shut, so she moved to the second window. It went up as noisy as the first, and when she finally closed the front door carefully behind her and headed for her car, it was at a dead run.

Barefoot, she tossed her bag into the passenger seat and started the engine, fastening her seatbelt while she backed out of the driveway. Halfway down the road, she let out the breath she was holding, then a short scream when her phone jangled.

Seeing Chloe’s name and number on the dash screen, she tapped it to accept the call. “You scared the crap out of me.”

“Why?”

“Never mind,” Bailey said, wincing. That was not a can of worms she was willing to open. “Why are you up this early?”

“I had to puke.”

Bailey winced again, this time in sympathy. Early pregnancy symptoms sucked. “Ugh, I’m sorry.”

“It sucks, but it’s short, and I feel fine when it’s over.”

“Silver linings.” Bailey flipped on her blinker, made her turn. “Are you still with the guys?”

Chloe hummed an affirmative. “Jesse’s cooking breakfast, then I’m going to go home to get some work done. Lou wants more stock for the holidays.”

Bailey tooted her horn at the car in front of her that apparently didn’t know a green light meant go. “The holidays that are six months away?”

“That’s retail,” Chloe said cheerfully. “Are you in the car?”

“I wanted coffee that I didn’t have to make,” Bailey improvised. “Can you tell me how it went last night, or are the boys listening?”

“Jesse’s downstairs, and Knox had to finish something up in the office, so I’m alone.”

Bailey started to drive past the coffee shop, then pulled into the drive through behind an enormous truck. Might as well make the lie true. “So, spill.”

“It was hard,” Chloe confessed. “But we talked it through, and I think we’re in a good place.”

“They’re both on board with your decision?”

“Yeah, they are. They’re being really supportive. But…”

“But?” Bailey prompted.

“I can tell they’re struggling with it, especially Jesse.”

Bailey inched her car forward as the line moved. “With the decision to terminate?”

“No, I just think he’s just having a hard time getting a handle on all of it.”

“Well, it’s a lot.”

“I know. I think it might help him to talk to someone. Knox, too, but I’m less worried about him.”

“Therapy is always a good idea,” Bailey said. “Just make sure you find someone who’s pro-choice.”

“I was thinking more like someone who’s been through the process with their partner.”

There was a long pause before Bailey said, “Are you talking about Nash?”

“I know it’s not a completely parallel experience,” Chloe continued. “But you said he was great when you went through this.”

“He was,” Bailey said remembering. “But I thought you hated Nash.”

“He’s okay,” Chloe said, and had Bailey blinking in shock. “And I really think talking to someone who’s been there, done that, would help Jesse work through his feelings about it.”

There was a pause, then, “Would you ask him?”

“I… Yeah, if you want me to.”

“Are you sure? If it would be weird for you—”

“It wouldn’t,” Bailey assured her. But I accidentally masturbated myself to screaming orgasm in front of him last night and then fell asleep, and I was hoping to avoid him for, you know, ever. “Of course I’ll ask.

The blast of a horn behind jerked her out of her thoughts to see that the cars in front of her had moved up in the line. She lifted a hand in an acknowledging wave to the car behind her and eased forward.

“Thanks, Bails.”

“No problem. Um, how much do you want me to tell him?”

“Whatever you think he needs to know, I guess? I mean, I’m not ashamed.”

Good, Bailey thought.

“But I don’t want to be the poster girl for abortion in Braxton, either, so tell him to keep it zipped.”

“If he breathes a word, I will personally cut his dick off.”

“You don’t have to go that far,” Chloe said with a laugh. “But I think a solid kick in the balls would be appropriate.”

“Not as violent, but an acceptable alternative.”

“Okay, then. Can you talk to Nash first, see if he’s okay with it, before I talk to the guys?”

“Sure, but I probably won’t talk to him until after work,” Bailey warned.

“That’s fine. Jesse’s got material coming today for a new project and Knox is in meetings, so I won’t see them until late, anyway.”

“I’ll call you after I talk to him, then.”

“Thanks for this, Bails.”

“No problem.” The cars in front of her moved again, putting Bailey at the drive through window. “Love you.”

“Love you, too.”

And ending the call, Bailey lowered her window and ordered the largest, strongest cup of coffee she could.

 

* * * *

 

The day was long and almost hectically busy, for which Bailey was grateful. Not only did it mean her business was thriving, but it also left her little time to think about the things she didn’t want to think about.

She’d much rather be dealing with other people’s hair drama than her own suddenly messy life.

After the last satisfied client sailed out the door and the two stylists tasked with closing cleanup were sweeping and mopping, their cheerful chatter echoing in the nearly empty space, she sat down at the computer to handle the daily accounting.

It went quickly, unfortunately, and with no cash payments made during the day, she had no reason to go by the bank. Which meant there was nothing else to do but tell her stylists goodbye, get dutifully into her car, and head for home.

His car was in the drive when she got there, quashing any hopes she’d had for a reprieve. And when she walked in the front door, he was there, beer in hand and sprawled on the couch that was now back in its usual spot, her mattress nowhere to be seen.

“What happened to my bed?” she asked, shutting the door behind her.

“I moved it back upstairs,” he told her, thumbing the remote to pause whatever he was watching.

“Why?” she began, then paused. She could hear something, a low, quiet hum that had hope singing in her heart. But more, she could feel something.

Cool air.

“Oh, my God.” She dropped her purse with a thump, a gleeful grin spreading across her face. “They fixed it.”

“Finished about an hour ago,” he confirmed. “It’s still a little warm in here, but it’s working.”

“It’s glorious,” she enthused, hurrying over to the vent on the floor in front of the window. She stood over it, shivering with delight when her bare legs popped out in goosebumps. “Oh, thank God. I don’t think I could’ve taken another night.”

“Me, neither,” he drawled, and she froze.

He was smiling, just a slight curve of his mouth, his eyes dancing with humor, and a quick surge of relief weakened her knees.

He wasn’t going to make it a thing, and she should be grateful for that. So the twinge of disappointment that followed quickly on the heels of the relief confused her.

Shaking it off, she smirked. “Ha, ha.”

His smile deepened, making the dimple pop. “Sorry, I couldn’t resist.”

She stuck out her tongue. “Jerk.”

“Hey, would a jerk have hauled your mattress upstairs all by himself?”

“The two things are not mutually exclusive.” The idea of him alone in her bedroom had nerves leaping in her belly. “You could’ve waited for me.”

He shrugged. “It wasn’t too hard. It only took forty-five minutes.”

She wanted to say ha, ha again, but he probably wasn’t kidding. “Well, thanks.”

He lifted his beer in salute. “Anything for a friend.”

She couldn’t have asked for a more perfect segue. “Well, in that case, I have a favor to ask.”

He paused mid-sip, then slowly lowered the bottle. “Okay.”

“It’s not for me,” she explained, and since her legs were starting to get sincerely cold—joy! rapture!—left the vent to sit across from him. “It’s for Chloe.”

His eyebrows shot up. “I don’t think Chloe’s my friend. At least, that’s the impression I got.”

“Okay, then a favor for an acquaintance.”

Still watching her, nodded. “Okay.”

“She’s pregnant.” He waited, calmly watching, and she went on. “She’s terminating on Monday, in Ann Arbor.”

“Does she need a ride? Money?”

She shook her head. “No, Jesse and Knox are going with her, and they’ve got it covered.”

“Then what?”

“They’re kind having kind of a hard time with this. The boyfriends. Jesse in particular, but Knox, too.”

His eyes darkened slightly. “They don’t want her to terminate?”

“No, they’re fully supportive,” she assured him, and some of the tension in his body eased. “But they’re struggling with how to do that, exactly. And, well, this kind of thing can bring up some complicated emotions.”

He nodded. “Yeah, it can.”

“Chloe thought you might be able to help.”

Surprise flickered in his eyes. “Me?”

“You’ve been there,” she reminded him.

“Yeah, but…”

“But what?” she asked when he trailed off.

“Chloe hates my guts.”

The bald statement made her grin. “She doesn’t hate them, but she would like to punch you in them. Repeatedly.”

“I’ve gotten that impression,” he said drily.

“But however much she loathes you—”

“Loathe. Good word.”

“—she loves Jesse and Knox,” she continued.

“She must, if she’s willing to ask me for help.”

“So? What do you think?”

“I’m happy to talk to them.” He lifted a hand to scratch his head. “I’m not sure how helpful I can be, though.”

“You were there, a part of it.” They’d never really talked about this, she realized. “Do you remember a lot of it?”

“It’s not something you forget.” The look he shot her was half amused, half thoughtful. “You showed me that test, and I thought I was going to shit myself, I was so scared.”

“Were you really?”

“Hell, yes. I didn’t want to be a parent any more than you did.”

“You seemed so calm, so together,” she remembered. “I was the mess.”

“I’m just better at hiding it than you are. I was sweating bullets until you told me you wanted an abortion. Even after that, because I didn’t know what to expect or how to help you.”

“You did okay,” she managed.

“Because I figured out what you needed.”

“Which was?” she asked around the sudden lump in her throat.

His lips twitched. “For me to wait on you hand and foot.”

She let out a startled laugh. “Is that how you saw it?”

“That’s how it was,” he said, his smile widening so the dimple creased his cheek. “It’s pretty much like taking care of someone when they have the flu, but with more cuddling.”

“The cuddles were important,” she said, still laughing, but she was remembering.

She’d been too far along for a medication abortion, so they’d gone to a clinic in Illinois for a surgical abortion. She’d had the first appointment of the day, so they’d traveled the day before and spent the night in a hotel room. The day of the procedure was a blur—the IV sedation she’d opted for had left her spacy and groggy, and she didn’t remember most of it—but she knew he’d been there.

They’d spent that night in the hotel, too, and when the meds had worn off and the cramps set in, he’d dug out the heating pad they’d packed, curled up behind her in the big, lumpy bed under scratchy sheets, and held the heating pad to her belly with one big hand.

“As I recall, chocolate was important, too.”

“Well, yeah,” she said, and came out of the fog of memories to smile at him. “As my dad always says, never underestimate the healing power of chocolate.”

“Thank God it was February and all the Valentine’s Day candy was out. I think I bought Meyers out of chocolate cremes.”

“You ate your share, if I recall.”

“And half a box melted into the sheets, which you made me take home with us so housekeeping wouldn’t think we’d shit the bed.”

“God, I’d forgotten about that.”

“I didn’t. They charged my credit card to replace them, almost two hundred bucks.”

Her jaw dropped. “You’re kidding. Those sheets were like burlap!”

“An argument I made, believe me. I still had to pay the two hundred bucks.”

She laughed. “Why didn’t you ever tell me that?”

“I don’t know. We didn’t really talk about it afterward.”

“No, we didn’t.” Laughter fading, she sighed. “I didn’t want to.”

“I know.”

“Did you?”

He was quiet for so long she wondered if he was going to answer at all. “Yeah,” he finally said. “I did.”

“Oh.” Her voice sounded faint, soft and somehow fragile to her ears.

In contrast, his voice was firm. “I understood, Bailey. You wanted to put it behind you, for things to go back to normal.”

“Yes, but…” She trailed off, unsure how to go on. “You could’ve talked to me, told me how you were feeling.”

“I didn’t know how,” he confessed. “I had a couple of sessions with one of the school therapists.”

“Did it help?”

His shoulders shifted into a restless shrug. “A little, yeah.”

Relieved, she nodded. “Good. That’s good.”

“I was terrified the first time we had sex. You know, after.”

The words were a sharp stab, right under her heart. “I didn’t know that.”

His smile was faint, and self-deprecating. “I didn’t know how to tell you that, either.”

Helpless, she lifted her hands, then let them drop. “I don’t know what to say.”

“You don’t have to say anything. I didn’t tell you to make you feel guilty.”

She wanted to get up and go to him, to wrap her arms around him. But she stayed where she was. “Why did you tell me?”

“I guess because we’re finally talking about it.” He smiled then, a wicked twinkle in his eye. “And I wasn’t terrified for long.”

She laughed softly. “You never were.”

“Yeah, I was,” he corrected. “I’m just better at hiding it than you are.”

The wicked twinkle had faded, replaced by a quiet, burning intensity, and she was suddenly nervous. With her heart thumping, she pushed to her feet.

“Um, I’m going to go up and call Chloe, tell her you’ll talk to the guys.”

“You can pass on my number, so they can contact me directly.”

“Okay. I’ll see you later.”

She was almost out of the room when he said, “I was thinking of going out for dinner. You’re welcome to join me.”

She forced herself to turn, to smile. “No, thanks. Today was a long day, and we’re fully booked tomorrow. I think I’m going to scrounge leftovers and turn in early.”

He nodded, his eyes hooded and dark. “Then I’ll see you later.”

She nodded, then walked out and started up the stairs, trying not to think about the ache in her chest.

 

 




Chapter Thirteen

Nash woke up on Saturday morning to the beep of his phone. He considered ignoring it, just pulling the pillow over his head and going back to sleep, but a glance at the clock told him it was already after ten. So after a joint-popping stretch, he picked it up.

Blinking to focus his eyes, he saw the first text was from Chloe. 

 

I’m working today, and Jesse and Knox are hanging out in my apartment upstairs.

 

Wondering just what the hell he was supposed to do with that information, he swiped to the next message.

This one was from Jesse, and he’d added Knox to create a group chat. 

 

Chloe says we’re supposed to talk to you about the thing. I don’t want to.

 

“Can’t blame you, brother,” Nash murmured.

The next text was from Knox. 

 

Chloe wants us to talk to him, so we’re talking to him. Shut up. Nash, let us know when you’re available. We’re hanging out at Chloe’s place above the pub today.

 

That’s what he was supposed to do with that information. Amused, he typed out a message. 

 

I’m available today, but I just got up. I can be there in about an hour.

 

He set the phone down and, only stumbling a little, trudged down the hall to the bathroom.

When he got back fifteen minutes later, freshly showered, there was a new message waiting. 

 

Sounds good. See you then.

 

He was starting to type out a reply when a new message rolled in, this one from Sawyer.

 

 

My pals and I are available to talk today. Two o’clock? 

 

It was followed immediately by an address.

Glancing at the clock, Nash did some fast math. He’d get to The Wild Clover at about eleven, which would give him almost three hours with Jesse and Knox. And if that wasn’t enough, then he probably couldn’t help them anyway.

He texted Sawyer back. 

 

Have something at 11 downtown, but I should be clear by two. See you then.

 

Then he tossed the phone aside and got dressed.

Fifteen minutes later, he was knocking on Chloe’s apartment door.

It was opened almost immediately by a white man with silvery hair pulled back in a bun, a matching beard, and sharp hazel eyes that reminded him of Bailey’s.

“Nash?”

He nodded and held out a hand. “You must be Knox.”

Knox shook his hand, then jerked his head. “Come on in.”

Nash stepped inside. “My car okay in the lot down there?”

“Should be. Chloe’s the one who calls for the tows, and she knows you’re here.”

“She might call for a tow anyway,” Nash said drily and followed Knox down the short hall.

Knox shot a grin over his shoulder. “If she does, we’ll pay the fine.”

“Appreciate it.”

The apartment layout was simple, a narrow hallway opening into an open space with a kitchen on the left and living space on the right. And pacing the floor between a comfortable-looking couch and a couple of facing chairs was Jesse.

“He’s a little nervous,” Knox explained.

“I’m not nervous, I’m annoyed,” Jesse corrected, the open, friendly face Nash remembered bunched up in a scowl. “This isn’t necessary.”

“Chloe thinks it is,” Knox countered, a spark of temper flashing in his eyes. “So sit down and shut up.”

Jesse’s eyes flashed back. “Don’t talk to me like a child.”

“Then stop acting like one.”

For a moment Nash wondered if he’d have to break up a fistfight, then Jesse sighed and dropped into a chair. “I hate this.”

Knox opened his mouth to answer, then shut it when Nash laid a hand on his arm.

“Which part?”

Jesse looked at him. “All of it.”

Nash sat on the couch, across from Jesse. “The abortion?”

“All of it,” Jesse repeated heatedly, but the scowl was gone, replaced by an anguish that had Nash shifting uneasily. There were big emotions here, and he was no therapist.

What had he been thinking, agreeing to this?

Knox took the chair next to Jesse. “It’s going to be okay, Jess. We’re going to take care of her.”

“Because we’ve done such a bang-up job of that so far, haven’t we?” Jesse asked bitterly.

He wasn’t sad, Nash realized. He was mad—at himself.

“I was mad, too.”

Both men turned to look at him, twin looks of misery on their faces.

“When Bailey told me she was pregnant,” he went on. “I was so fucking pissed. That wasn’t supposed to happen.”

Jesse swallowed hard. “Yeah.”

“And now she has to go through all this shit, and it was my fault.”

Relief and gratitude all but beamed out of Jesse’s brown eyes. “Yeah.”

“How did you deal with it?” Knox asked quietly.

Okay, Nash thought. Okay.

And he told them.

 

* * * *

 

Two hours later, the three of them walked down the back steps to the parking lot.

“Well, she didn’t tow my car,” Nash said after a quick scan of the lot. “That’s something.”

Jesse clapped a hand on his shoulder with a grin, his earlier anguish long gone. “I’m telling you, she likes you now.”

“‘Like’ may be a little strong,” Knox put in, amused. “But she doesn’t want to see you castrated and hung by what’s left of your balls anymore.”

“I’ll take it,” Nash decided. “If you need anything, you know where to find me.”

Jesse clapped a hand on Nash’s shoulder. “Thanks, man. You want to join us for lunch?”

It was temping, but Nash shook his head. “I’ve got somewhere I need to be, but thanks.”

“Raincheck?”

Nash nodded. “I’ll take that, too.”

“We’ll hold you to that,” Knox said, then jerked his head at Jesse. “Come on, let’s go see our girl.”

“I’m for that. Later, Nash.”

They turned to the back door to the pub, disappearing inside, and Nash walked to his car. He was going to hit a fast-food joint, get some food in his belly, then find a quiet spot to relax for a few minutes before he met with Sawyer. The last two hours had been intense, and he needed to reset.

An hour later, fed and refreshed, Nash pulled up to the address Sawyer had provided. It was a small house on the north side of town, with a tidy lawn and flowers blooming along the hedge. A bright yellow door glowed like sunshine against the dark gray siding, and a white sign to the left of the door proclaimed in simple script, Carolina Consulting, LLC.

Wondering if he’d gotten the address wrong, Nash pulled to a stop along the curb and took out his phone to double check. It was the right address, so he got out of the car just as an SUV pulled up behind him.

Sawyer got out of the passenger side in navy shorts and a white T-shirt, his eyes hidden behind dark shades and a baseball cap on his head. He lifted a hand to whoever was driving—Nash couldn’t see through the glare of the sun on the windshield—and joined Nash on the sidewalk.

He held out a hand. “Nash. Good to see you.”

“You, too.” Nash took it as the SUV pulled away with a cheerful toot of its horn, then gestured toward the house. “I wasn’t sure if I had the right place.”

“Just a bit of camouflage. This is the in-call I told you about.”

Nash took another look around as they started up the walk. The neighborhood was quiet and well-tended, full of small houses on big lots, built at a time when space was plentiful and privacy the goal. “Your friend’s, right?”

“Right.” Mounting the short three steps to the front door, Sawyer gave a perfunctory knock, then opened the door and walked in.

Nash stepped inside behind him and slipped off his sunglasses. The cheerful living room was laid out for conversation, a velvet sofa in vivid orange facing two club chairs, one purple and the other peacock blue, in the same fabric. A mid-century modern coffee table sat in the center, its sleek style somehow complementing the plush velvet perfectly.

But it was the people in the room who caught his attention.

The woman was stunning. She was white, with bright pink hair that hugged her scalp in a sleek cap and deep blue eyes currently twinkling with amusement. She was tall, over six feet, wearing a short summer dress that matched her eyes, and built like the proverbial brick house. She had a bold face, all keen angles and sharp points, with a lush mouth currently painted the same color as her hair.

In contrast, the man next to her was short, probably only about five-nine or so, his skin a warm bronze that made the woman next to him glow. Like Sawyer, he wore casual shorts and a T-shirt, his madly curling black hair dusting the collar. He had thickly lashed eyes that were so brown they read black, and a smile on his clean-shaven face.

That smile warmed as he stepped forward to greet Sawyer with a hug. “About time.”

“I’ve been busy.” Sawyer returned the hug with genuine warmth, then aimed his grin over the man’s head. “What, I don’t get a hug?”

“You bastard,” the woman said fondly in a Cockney accent, and when her companion stepped back, wrapped Sawyer in a hard embrace. Then she eased back with a sharp grin to flick the brim of his hat. “You look like a suburban dad.”

“Well, the dad part’s right.” Sawyer slipped off his sunglasses. “Ava and Thiago, meet Nash.”

Nash nodded hello, amused when Ava slung her arm around Sawyer’s shoulder—they were the same height—to give Nash a very thorough once-over.

Then she gave him a smile of considerable charm and purred, “Well, hello, handsome.”

Thiago rolled his eyes. “You just can’t help it, can you?”

“Why should I?” Ava replied, and shot Nash a saucy wink.

“Ignore her, she’s in vamp mode.” Thiago held out a hand. “Nice to meet you.”

“Why don’t we sit down?” Sawyer suggested, steering Ava to the sofa. “And you, behave.”

“Yes, Dad,” Ava said with a pretty little pout, but she sat without further objection. “T, darling, will you get the drinks?”

“At your service,” Thiago drawled. “Nash, what’s your pleasure?”

“Just water. Thanks, Thiago.”

“Call me T. Sawyer?”

“A beer.” Sprawled on the sofa next to Ava, he swept his cap off. “Lou’s driving today.”

“Excellent. Ava, the usual?”

“Yes, please.”

Thiago walked around the sofa to a small bar set up along the far wall. Opening the mini fridge, he pulled out two bottles, a beer and a water. “Ava, play hostess and take these back to our guests.”

“Work, work, work,” she complained, but got up to fetch the bottles he held out. She passed Sawyer his beer, then handed the water over to Nash with a smile. “Here we are.”

“Thanks.”

Thiago crossed back to the sofa, a Faygo Red Pop in one hand and another bottle of water in the other. “Ava, your death water.”

She took it, rolling her eyes. “T doesn’t do fizzy drinks,” she told Nash, twisting off the cap.

“God, no.” Thiago chose the chair next to Nash and smiled at him. “Do you know what they put in that stuff?”

“No, and I probably don’t want to,” Nash replied.

“Smart lad.” Ava lifted the bottle to drink, then lowered it. “So, Nash.”

“Yes, Ava?”

Those lush lips curved into a smile, but her eyes were sharp, shrewd. “Tell us about this gang bang you’re wanting to set up.”

Buying himself time, Nash lifted his water and drank. When he’d finished, he said, “Sawyer didn’t fill you in?”

“He did,” Ava replied, her gaze steady on his face. “But I’d like to hear it from the horse’s mouth.”

“Fair enough,” Nash said. “It’s for my ex-girlfriend, Bailey.”

“How ex are we talking, here?”

Nash glanced at Thiago. “Eight years.”

His eyebrows inched up. “That’s pretty ex.”

“It is,” Nash agreed. “We’d planned to do it when we were together, but, well…”

“You broke up,” Ava finished.

He nodded.

“And now you’re…what? Friends?”

Nash nodded. It wasn’t a lie, it just wasn’t the whole truth. “And roommates.”

Interest lit Ava’s steely gaze. “Why you?”

He met it squarely. “Because she trusts me to keep her safe.”

“Well. Good for you.”

Nash couldn’t tell if she was mocking him or not, so he just continued. “Plus, I know what she wants.”

“What does she want?” Thiago asked.

Nash wished briefly they’d all sat together, so he didn’t have to keep turning his head. “To be used.”

“Hot,” Ava murmured, and Thiago nodded.

“Very hot,” he agreed, but his eyes were serious. “There are a lot of ways to use someone. How does she want to be used?”

Nash took a drink of his water, then set it aside. “Here’s how I see this going.”

He laid it out for them, answered their questions, elaborated when more details were needed. By the end of it, he’d gone through two bottles of water and felt as though he’d run a marathon.

“I think I’ve got a handle on the emotional side of this,” Thiago commented. At some point he’d dug out his phone and started taking notes. “What about the physical? I assume vaginal intercourse is part of this fantasy.”

Nash nodded. “Yes.”

“What about oral, anal?”

“Yes to both.”

“DP?”

“Definitely on the table, but we’ll need to work her up to it.”

Thiago nodded and made a note.

“Will she eat pussy?”

Nash turned to Ava to answer her. “Yes.”

“Nice. Will she fuck me with a strap-on?”

“Yes, but…” Nash paused, trying to find the right words to explain himself. “I think it’d be better if she didn’t. She wants to be used, not do the using.”

Ava’s mouth curled in a smirk. “You think if she has a cock she can’t be used?”

Nash shifted uncomfortably in his chair. “Well, when you put it like that…”

“We can play it by ear,” Sawyer interjected. He’d been largely quiet, letting the others talk, but Nash knew he hadn’t missed a single word. “You okay with that?”

“Fine,” Nash said, and Ava nodded.

“Good. What else?” Sawyer prompted.

Thiago kept throwing out questions and suggestions, with Nash giving either a thumbs up or a thumb down. When he was out of questions, Thiago put down his phone. “That’s all my questions. Anyone else?”

Ava shook her head. “Anything I had, you covered. Sawyer?”

“Safeword. We need one.”

“Bananarama,” Nash said, and had the pleasure of seeing all of them go blank.

“The eighties girl band?” Ava finally said.

“Yep.”

Thiago picked up his phone and made another note. “Well, it’s not the weirdest safeword I’ve heard.”

“It’s a good one,” Ava mused. “I might borrow that.”

“Where do you want to do this?” Sawyer continued. “Hotel, here, or home?”

Nash glanced around. The house was nice, comfortable, and if Bailey had been uncomfortable having it at home, it would definitely have been his first choice. But he’d thought a lot about what Sawyer had said, about the advantages of being able to care for her in her own space. “Home. I’ll text Sawyer the address.”

“Good enough,” Sawyer said as Thiago made another note. “Do you have any questions for us?”

Though he’d gleaned a lot from the discussion already, Nash nodded. “Yeah, I do.”

Sawyer gave a come-ahead wave. “Bring ’em on.”

He did. They answered his questions easily, with a candor he appreciated and a humor he thought Bailey would enjoy.

“Last question,” he finally said after about twenty minutes of Q&A. “What am I paying you?”

The three of them exchanged a quick glance. “We’ll need to talk about that,” Sawyer said. “When do you want to do this?”

“Bailey’s off work Sundays and Mondays, so Sunday would be best.”

Thiago’s fingers froze on his phone, and his head popped up. “Tomorrow?”

“I thought next week.” Tomorrow was too soon. Nash wanted to give Bailey plenty of time to anticipate what was coming.

“I’m free next Sunday.”

Sawyer nodded at Ava, then looked at Thiago. “T?”

Thiago swiped through his phone, ostensibly checking his calendar. “Me, too.”

“I don’t usually take weekend bookings, but I can make it work.” Sawyer’s phone buzzed in his pocket. “And that’s my ride.”

Figuring that was his cue to leave, Nash rose. “You’ll get back to me on the fee?”

“Give us a day or two.” Sawyer rose to walk Nash to the door.

“No problem.” On the threshold, Nash turned. Thiago and Ava had both risen and stepped forward, and the three of them standing together formed a diverse and beautiful unit. “Thank you all for meeting me. I really appreciate it.”

“It was our pleasure,” Thiago said.

“Or will be,” Ava said, and Thiago sighed.

“You just can’t help yourself.”

Sawyer just grinned. “See you later, Nash.”

“Later,” he echoed and stepped off the porch onto the steps, the door closing behind him.

The SUV that had dropped Sawyer off sat idling at the curb behind his car, and this time he could see the woman behind the wheel. Another beauty, with a wildly curling mane of red hair, she sent him a jaunty wave as he walked to his car.

He waved back, amused, then climbed into his car, cranked the AC, and drove away.

When he got home, he stretched out on his bed, already working on a plan. He had a week to get Bailey ready for this, and he intended to use every moment of it to drive her wild.

 

* * * *

 

Bailey let herself into the house at six-thirty, ready to eat and collapse, in that order. Or not—thanks to delivery, she could collapse first, then eat. But then she’d have decide what to order, and she’d had enough decision-making for one day.

She loved her job, she really did. Owning her own salon had been her dream since she was a teenager, and she’d suffered through four years of college for a business degree to prove to her parents that she could do it. But some days she really wished she wasn’t the boss.

Leaving her purse and shoes by the front door, she trudged into the kitchen for a beer.

She pulled it out of the fridge, popped the top, and drank. With the first cold, crisp sip under her belt, she peered into the still-open fridge to see what she could eat.

There was deli meat and bread, so she could make herself a sandwich. But that didn’t sound good. She briefly considered a salad—she had cucumbers about to go bad—then shook her head. Too much chopping, and she was out of her favorite dressing anyway.

Chicken nuggets, she thought, shutting the fridge and opening the freezer. But when she opened the bag, there were only three left, and that just wasn’t enough.

Disappointed, she put the bag back and shut the freezer door and with her beer, shuffled back to the living room to collapse on the couch.

She was still lying there ten minutes later, wondering if she had the energy to get up for another beer, when Nash came through the front door.

“Thank God, you’re home.” Keeping her eyes shut—the dark was so peaceful—she held up the empty bottle. “Can you get me another one of these?”

His warm chuckle reached her ears a second before the click of the front door closing. “How do you know it’s me?”

“I don’t know, I just did.” She waggled the bottle back and forth. “Please? I had a shit day.”

“Poor baby,” he mocked, his voice coming closer, and she would’ve stuck her tongue out if he hadn’t plucked the bottle from her hand. “What happened?”

Satisfied that her second beer was on the way, she wiggled deeper into the couch cushions. “I had to break up a fight between two of my stylists.”

He whistled, low and long. “Over what?”

“Meg’s client decided she liked Jeni better, and switched.”

“Uh-oh. That happen a lot?”

“Not often, but sometimes, sure. It sucks, but you just have to roll with it.”

“I take it Meg didn’t roll.”

“Nope.” Something nudged her hand, and she opened one eye to see the beer bottle, frosty and perfect. “Thanks.”

“Sure. So what happened?”

Bailey sat up so she could drink the beer without spilling. “She took a swing.”

Nash sat on the other end of the couch and propped his feet on the coffee table. “Did she connect?”

“No, but only because Jeni saw it coming.” Nash was wearing shorts, and his bare thigh was far too close to her bare toes. She drew her knees up to put some distance between them. “Then it was just screams and accusations and tears.”

“Did you fire Meg?”

“I had to. I can’t have my employees brawling in the salon.”

Nash sipped his own beer. “No, you can’t.”

Holding the beer to her aching head, Bailey looked at him. “At least she waited until after closing to do it.”

“Considerate of her.”

“I don’t think she did it on purpose, but at least I didn’t have to contend with clients during that mess. Or, God forbid, someone filming it.”

“No one got out a phone?”

“Oh, a couple of the other stylists did.” She stopped to drink beer. “I had to tell them to knock it off or they were getting fired too.”

“Sounds like a fun day.”

“And now I’m hungry, but I don’t want to cook anything, and I can’t think of anything that sounds good to order.”

“How about sushi?”

She considered that. “It sounds good, but it’ll take an hour to get here. At least.”

“It’s already here.”

“Huh?”

He pointed past her to the kitchen. “I picked it up on my way home.”

She looked over her shoulder at the kitchen table, and the huge takeout bag sitting on it.

“I hope you still like unagi.”

She didn’t bother answering, just leapt up to hurry to the table.

“I take it that’s a yes?”

“Yes, yes, yes,” she chanted, tearing into the bag and sorting through the containers with unbridled glee. “You got soup dumplings, too?”

“You only get half,” he warned as he joined her at the table.

She was already opening the container and cramming one into her mouth. “Nash, I don’t tell you this enough, but you are a beautiful human being.”

“I’m a humble bean?” he asked confused.

She swallowed. “Never mind. Is there dipping sauce?”

Shaking his head, he handed her a container. “At least get a plate.”

“Why?”

He just sighed and crossed to the cupboard, bringing back plates for both of them, and nudged her into a chair. “Here. Take the unagi cucumber roll.”

“Mmm.” Swallowing her second dumpling, she grabbed the box out of his hands. “This is great, Nash. Thank you.”

“You’re welcome.” He picked up the soup dumplings and put three onto his plate before sliding the container back across the table.

She scooped one up, plopped it into her mouth, then picked up a packet of soy sauce. Not bothering with the plate, she tore it open and dumped it over her roll. “What else did you get?”

He sat, pulling the bag closer. “I got rolls. California, spicy tuna—”

“Ooh, I want that.”

“Forget it. Philadelphia, Rainbow, and another unagi-cucumber.”

Her annoyance at being denied the spicy tuna melted away. “You me got two?”

“I got each of us one,” he corrected. “And don’t even try the puppy dog eyes.”

“But I love unagi,” she wheedled.

He narrowed his eyes, but she could see he was going to cave. “You can have half,” he finally said.

“And half the spicy tuna.”

“I should’ve ordered double,” he muttered.

She munched happily on her first unagi-cucumber roll while he divvied up the second, and the spicy tuna. “This is great, Nash. Really.”

“You’re welcome. Do you want any of the dragon roll?”

“Yes, please. And the Philadelphia, but only a couple pieces.”

He fished her portions out, putting them on her plate despite her protestations that she could just eat out of the containers, then reached for a pair of the chopsticks included in the order and passed them over. “Here. Stop using your fingers.”

Willing to indulge his need for propriety, she pulled the chopsticks out of the paper sleeve, broke them apart, and rubbed them together to get rid of any splinters.

“What made you think of this?” she asked, deftly welding the chopsticks to swirl a piece of dragon roll through the soy sauce on her plate.

“We’re celebrating.”

“We are?”

He nodded, his mouth full of soup dumpling. “I scheduled your gang bang today.”

She nearly choked on the dragon roll. “You what?”

“It’s a done deal. Next Sunday, right here, time to be determined.”

She swallowed fish and rice. “When did this happen?”

“This afternoon.” He picked up his beer, watching her with dark, inscrutable eyes. “Problem?”

“No, no.” Bailey took a moment to inventory her reaction. Shock, but that was because he’d sprung it on her. Nerves, which were to be expected—she’d never had a gang bang before. Excitement, because she’d been waiting for this for eight years. And under all that was a low hum of need.

She smiled and picked up another piece of sushi. “No, no problem at all. Sunday?”

“If figured since you’re off that day and the next, it would be best.” His grin was wolfish. “You might need the recovery time.”

She laughed, sheer delight in the sound. “I can handle whatever you throw out, pal.”

“Me, sure. The others?” He pursed his lips, but couldn’t quite hide the smirk. “I think you’re going to have your hands full.”

“Big talk,” she scoffed gleefully.

“We’ll see.” Still smirking, he picked up his chopsticks.

She waited, but he simply went back to eating, and after a moment she gave him a light boot under the table. “You’re not going to tell me about them?”

He swallowed the sushi in his mouth. “Nope.”

“Why not?”

“Because it’s a surprise.” He glanced up. “That’s how you wanted it, right?”

That had been the fantasy, but now that it was reality, she didn’t think she could handle the wait. “I changed my mind.”

“Too bad. I’m not telling.”

“You have to!”

“No, I don’t.” He continued to eat while she sputtered. “You already know me, and Sawyer. Isn’t that enough?”

“No.” She sulked into her beer. “You’re really not going to tell me?”

He shook his head. “Nope.”

“Well, nuts.”

He looked amused. “You’re awful cute when you’re frustrated.”

“Then I must be fucking adorable right now,” she muttered, and stabbed her dragon roll with her chopsticks.

He sighed, long and loud. “This is how you wanted it, Bailey.”

“I told you, I changed my mind.” Darting a look from under her lashes, she tried her best pout. “Please? Just one thing.”

He hesitated. “One thing?”

“About each of them,” she amended quickly, sensing victory. “I won’t ask anything else, I swear.”

“You promise?”

“Cross my heart,” she vowed, and drew an X over her breast to prove it.

He tapped his fingers on the table. “If I give you this, you have to give me something in return.”

A warning bell began to clang in the deep recesses of her brain. She ignored it easily. “That’s fair.”

He held out a hand. “Shake on it.”

The bells were louder, but she took his hand in hers and shook.

“Okay.” He dropped her hand and picked up his chopsticks. “Their names are Thiago—he goes by T—and Ava.”

She blinked, then a slow smile crept across her face. “A woman?”

“You like women,” he pointed out.

“I do,” she assured him. “I really, really do. Tell me something about her.”

“You got your one thing, Bay. No more until GBD.”

“GBD?”

“Gang bang day.”

She stifled a laugh. “Names don’t count as a thing, Nash. Give me something else.”

He heaved a long-suffering sigh, but his lips were twitching. “She has a British accent.”

“Really?”

“Sounds kind of like Adele.”

“Oh.”

“You okay over there?” he asked, amused.

“Sure. Fine. Top of the trees,” she croaked.

“Good, because need to talk about condoms.”

She tried to bring her brain back online. “What about them?”

“Considering your thing for jizz, I asked them if they’d go bareback.”

She’d assumed everyone would wear a condom, and truthfully, that was what would make her feel safest. But if everyone was willing to get tested… “What’d they say?”

He shook his head. “Hard limit.”

She shrugged the idea away. “Understandable, and smart.”

“But while they won’t come in you, they will come on you,” he continued.

Visions of bukkake danced in her head. “Oh, God.”

He chuckled. “I assume that’s okay with you.”

She bobbed her head like a puppet on a string. “That is okay with me.” 

“Somehow, I thought it might be.”

She gave herself a moment to savor the delightfully filthy thought, then set it aside to enjoy later. “Um. Should I do anything to get ready for this? Buy snacks? Energy drinks?”

“I’ll get the snacks, you buy an enema kit.” His smirk was smug, and sexy. “I put your ass on the menu.”

Her pulse leapt. “Naturally.”

“And double penetration.”

“Oh.”

One eyebrow inched toward his hairline. “You’ve done that before.”

She hadn’t, but it had always been part of the fantasy. “No, I haven’t.”

“I was there, Bailey.”

“We never,” she argued, and shook her head in exasperation. “Those were toys, Nash.”

“Still counts.”

“It really doesn’t.” Flesh and blood was so much different from plastic or silicone, so much more intense. She couldn’t control flesh and blood.

That’s what made it so hot.

“Do you want me to take it off the menu?”

Hell, no, she didn’t want him to take it off the menu. But she wasn’t one hundred percent comfortable with the idea, either. “Can we play it by ear?”

“Of course. All the choices here are yours, Bailey.”

“Not all the choices,” she began.

He shook his head, suddenly deadly serious. “All of them. I would never let anyone do something to you that you didn’t fully consent to.”

“I know,” she said, relaxing in her chair. “I know that.”

“But since this whole fantasy is about you being used like a filthy, wanton slut who doesn’t care who sticks their dick in her as long as she gets off—”

Bailey shivered at the description, grabbing the table for balance at the rush of heat.

“—that’s what we’re going to do.”

He had a gleam in his eyes, the one that said I know you’re flooding your panties, you dirty girl.

“You always have your safeword,” he continued. “You can Bananarama anytime.”

She wanted to laugh, but she was too busy trying to breathe.

“And I’ll be watching you. If you look uncomfortable, or scared, or just not right, I’m going to stop and check in with you.”

She nodded, her mouth dry. “That’s, um. That’s good. Safety first.”

His lips twitched. “You okay, Bailey? You look a little flushed.”

She cleared her throat. “The air conditioning must not be up to speed yet.”

“Sure, I bet that’s it.”

“Shut up.”

He laughed, a rich sound of pure delight, and she found herself smiling back. “It’s not funny. How am I going to survive the next week?”

“Funny you should ask.”

“Huh?”

“Remember that thing you’re going to do for me?”

“Oh, right. That.” She didn’t like the look in his eye. It was smug, and gleeful, and a little wolfish. “What is it?”

“Actually, it’s what you’re not going to do,” he clarified.

She drummed her fingers on the table impatiently while unease tightened her belly. “Just tell me, Nash.”

“Orgasms.”

“What about them?”

“You don’t get to have any.”

 

 




Chapter Fourteen

Bailey’s eyes all but popped out of her head. “What?”

“You heard me.”

It took her a full five seconds to find her voice. “You expect me to have sex with three people—”

“Four,” he corrected.

“Four people, and not come? At all?”

“Of course not,” he said, and he looked so offended that she blinked. “You can have as many orgasms as you like while we’re fucking you.”

While we’re fucking you. The words shot heat straight to her core, and she wanted to savor it. But he still had that look in his eyes, and she needed to get to the bottom of this. “You just said no orgasms.”

“I meant until next Sunday. No orgasm until then. Starting, oh, let’s say, now.”

She just stared at him. “You’re trying to kill me, aren’t you?”

“No.”

“That’s what this is. Murder by celibacy.”

His shoulders were shaking with laughter. “You won’t die.”

“You might,” she muttered darkly.

“Ah, but if you kill me, you won’t get your gang bang.”

“I can make it work with three people. We’ll hardly miss you.”

“You don’t know who they are,” he reminded her.

Well, that was a fly in the ointment. “Shit.”

“I’m not doing this to torture you.”

She snorted in disbelief.

“I just want the experience to be everything you’ve hoped for,” he continued, clearly unmoved by the death glare she was giving him.

“So?”

“So, I want you to be extra…”

“Mad?” she suggested. “Angry? Pissed the fuck off?”

“Aroused,” he decided. “By the time next Sunday rolls around, I want you to be so worked up, so on edge, you’ll do anything to come.”

She gaped at him.

“Within the limits already discussed, of course.” He smiled, wicked and smug. “It’s one week, Bailey. You can go without for that long, can’t you?”

She shut her mouth with a snap. “No. And it’s more than a week.”

He shrugged. “Close enough.”

“And you sprung this on me,” she continued, sexual frustration and righteous indignation making her shrill. “With no warning. Which is just mean.”

“You’re right.”

The deep breath she’d taken so she could keep telling him how horrible he was burst out of her lungs in a woosh. “Huh?”

“You’re right,” he repeated. “It was wrong of me to just spring this on you.”

Suspicion narrowed her eyes. There was a catch somewhere, but she couldn’t see it. “Yes, it was.”

“So instead of starting now, the no-orgasm clock will start in…” He dug his phone out of his pocket and tapped at the screen before setting it down on the table, face up. “Seven minutes.”

It took her a solid five seconds to find her voice. “That’s not enough time!”

“It is if you get busy.” He leaned back in his chair, arms crossed across his chest, and arched one imperious eyebrow. “Come on, Bailey. I know how fast you get off when you masturbate.”

Her cheeks flamed with heat, remembering how he watched her the other night. She had gotten off fast, the orgasm slamming into her so quickly she could barely breathe. But seven minutes? It wasn’t even enough time to go upstairs for a vibrator.

He glanced down at the phone. “Six minutes, thirty-eight seconds. “Come on, Bailey. I dare you.”

She stared at him, torn. Because she didn’t have to do this. It was just a game, an echo of that first night when he’d all but dared her to give him control. He wasn’t actually in charge of her, he couldn’t make her do—or not do—anything. All she had to do was tell him no—or Bananarama—and that was that.

But the game was fun. She wanted to play it.

And she wanted to win.

So she scraped her chair back, prepared to run upstairs and rub one out at speed, when he froze her with one word.

“Here.”

She stared, sure she’d heard him wrong. “What?”

“You have to do it here.” He wore a smug smile, that familiar wicked gleam in his eyes. “Just in case you think about cheating.”

“I would never.” She would always.

He glanced down at the timer on his phone. “Five minutes, fifty-nine seconds. What’s it going to be, Bailey?”

“My God, you’re a dick,” she breathed.

“Sticks and stones,” he said mildly. “Your window is closing.”

“Fine.” Defiant, she shoved to her feet. Her dress came to mid-thigh, and was thin enough that she could do this with it and her panties in the way. But if he was going to watch her, she was going to make it hurt.

Lifting her dress to her waist, she shoved her panties down, wiggling her legs so they shimmied down her thighs. When they hit the floor, she stepped one foot out, and planted the other on the seat of her chair.

His eyes flared wide with surprise, his lips parting as he stared at the shadowed cleft between her thighs. He wouldn’t be able to see much yet—pubic hair for the win—but she’d bet every last dollar in her bank account that he could smell her.

The scent of her arousal rose thick in the air, sweet and ripe, as familiar to her as her own face. Nash sucked in air through his nose, breathing her in, but her triumph was tempered by the almost unbearable arousal of being spread bare in front of him.

The cool air against her pussy made her feel even wetter, pushed her arousal even higher, and she would’ve have liked to spend the next few minutes teasing him. But she was all too aware of the time ticking down, so without ceremony, she shoved a hand between her legs.

The first touch made her jerk, rattling the chair against the floor. Her pussy was so wet, her clit so swollen. She wasn’t close, but she could get there. And with that single thought in mind, she went to work.

Dipping her fingers down to wet them in the slick, sticky mess that dripped from her ripe hole, she slid them back up to her clit. She went soft at first, testing, teasing, then harder, working in tight circles over and around the little bundle of nerves, and watched Nash watch her.

He hadn’t moved, hadn’t changed position, but his cheeks had flushed and his breathing had deepened. His eyes were narrowed to slits and glued to her hand.

It was so fucking hot that she moaned out loud, the sound ripped from her throat, and his gaze darted up to capture hers.

And that was even hotter.

Over and around her hand worked, rubbing and pinching and pushing at her engorged flesh. When her fingers grew too dry, she dipped back down into that flowing pool to wet them again, and the sound—the squelch—brought the fiery heat of shame to her cheeks and a jolt of heavy arousal to her body.

“You filthy slut,” he murmured, his eyes burning into hers. “Who does this? Who just spreads their legs and fucks themselves at the goddamn kitchen table?”

“I do,” she panted, her hand a frantic blur now as arousal built, as that heavy weight in her core grew.

“Why is that, Bailey?” he asked, voice low, body tense.

“Because I’m a slut,” she managed, jerking when her pussy spasmed.

“What kind of a slut?” he urged.

She moaned again, her hand jerking. “A filthy one.”

“That’s right,” he crooned, almost soothing. “You’re a filthy slut. Finger that little fuck hole for me, Bailey. Show me how you get yourself off.”

She obeyed blindly, shoving her fingers in deep, and the slap of her hand against her wet, hot, pussy was so noisy, so embarrassingly loud, shame heated her cheeks once again.

“I can hear it,” he said, piling on the delicious disgrace, and she fucked herself faster, grinding the heel of her hand against her clit. The sounds of sex filled the room, the lewd, wet, slap when she thrust her fingers in, the soft, obscene squelch when she dragged them out. It was a debauched symphony, a depraved song, and it was going to make her come.

Eager for the orgasm she could feel rising inside her, she grabbed the chair with her free hand and bent her knees, squatting to get her fingers deeper, fuck herself harder.

“I should be filming this,” he muttered, though he made no move to pick up his phone. “Film it, put it online, show everyone what a needy, greedy hole you’ve got.”

The words were harsh, judging her, shaming her. But his voice was full of awe and wonder, admiration and lust. She whimpered, feeling those first subtle tugs inside her.

“Better step it up,” he warned, glancing down at the phone. “Less than a minute left.”

Panic flared, had her redoubling her efforts. She was so close, the orgasm right there, she just needed a few more moments…

“Down to thirty seconds. Come on, Bay, show me what that pretty cunt can do.”

She bent forward, curling in on herself as she raced for the finish. She could see herself now, the ripe, swollen lips of her cunt pushing through the shield of hair, the spattered fluid on her thighs. Grunting, she pulled her fingers free with a final slurp and shoved them against her clit. It was huge, hard as a walnut, and so sensitive now she knew that a few quick, scrubbing strokes would finish it.

“Ten…nine…eight…”

“No no no no,” she chanted, her hand a blur, eyes burning with focus. Almost…almost…

“Seven…six…”

It gathered, tightening, the pressure and the weight so huge, so overwhelming, she wondered it didn’t tear her apart. Tears sprang to her eyes, falling unheeded down her cheeks while her clit burned, her pussy grasped at nothing.

“Five…four…three…”

On two the world went white, and she came with a wail that ripped through her throat like razor blades. Her body jerked,  spasming uncontrollably, and she realized with a dim sort of panic that the chair she was holding onto for balance was falling. She heard the crash of it hitting the floor, felt the world tilt as her body began to fall, and was helpless to stop it. But strong arms wrapped around her from behind, holding her up while the orgasm continued to tear through her.

When it was over she sagged, limp as an overcooked noddle in his grip, and croaked, “Water.”

He laughed, his breath dancing across her cheek. “Say please.”

She swung an arm back, her hand fisted, but only caught air. “Water, you bastard, or I’ll tie your dick in a knot and shove it in your ear.”

“Close enough,” he decided. “You want me to carry you to the sofa?”

She shook her head. She didn’t know where her panties had ended up, and she was too messy to sit bare-assed on anything with fabric. “Floor.”

“You sure?”

She nodded, and he lowered her down carefully. She flinched when her bare ass met hardwood—fuck, that was cold—then just curled up on her side and closed her eyes.

Footsteps sounded, paused, then sounded again, and a cold bottle was pushed into her hand. “Here.”

She forced her eyes open. He’d removed the cap—so thoughtful—so she pushed herself up on her elbow and drank. When it was empty, she lay back down and aimed a baleful stare at him and his shit-eating grin. “You smug bastard.”

He just grinned wider. “What, you didn’t enjoy that?”

She refused to dignify that with an answer. “And stop looking at my ass.”

“Okay,” he said agreeably and shifted his gaze to her face. “You need help getting up?”

Her legs felt like rubber, her right hand had a cramp, and the room was still gently spinning. “Yes.”

He stepped forward, widening his stance to plant a foot on either side of her. Reaching down, he stuck his hands into her armpits and hauled her up. “Alley-oop.”

“Whoa.”

He set her on her feet and, holding her steady, bent to peer into her face. “You okay?”

“Yeah.” She smiled, forgetting she was mad at him. “I’m super.”

He snorted out a laugh. “You’re fuck drunk.”

“I’m forced to agree.” She pressed one shaky hand to her forehead, the other to the back of the chair he’d righted. “That was…”

“Really fucking hot?” he suggested.

“Mean,” she finished.

He shrugged. “Potato, tomato.”

“That’s not how that goes.”

“Close enough. You still pissed at me?”

“Yes,” she said firmly. “Or I will be, when my pussy stops throbbing.”

Heat joined the humor flickering in his dark eyes. “Well, while you’re still in a post-orgasmic haze, let me tell you about the other things you need to do to prepare.”

She was struggling to bring her brain online. “Other things?”

“You need to buy an enema kit.”

Her pussy gave a warning twitch at the reminder. Down, girl. “You said that already.”

“Just reminding you. And a butt plug.”

“I already have one.”

“Color me shocked,” he teased. “How big is it?”

“Um.” She fought to focus. All this butt talk was getting her worked up again. “Medium. I’d call it medium.”

He nodded. “Wear it.”

“Excuse me?”

“All day—except to re-lube and other practical concerns—until Sunday morning,” he continued. “We’re gonna train your pretty little asshole.”

“For what?” Desperate to regain the upper hand, she worked up a sneer. “I can take you, Nash.”

“I know,” he said, eyes gleaming. “But you don’t just have to worry about me. And I want you so ready I could get my fist in you.”

This time the alarm bells registered. “I am Bananarama-ing any attempt to put a fist in me. Anywhere.”

“Relax,” he said with a chuckle. “It’s just a metaphor.”

She narrowed her eyes. “You did that on purpose to scare me.”

“What’s your point?”

She ignored that. “I am not wearing a butt plug for a week.”

His eyes gleamed. “Why, because you’re afraid you’ll like it? Or because you like your anal with a little ouch?”

This was the trouble with exes, she thought sourly. They already knew every damn thing—like how much she loved that first delicious pinch and agonizing stretch of a dick in her ass.

“Okay, you’ll only wear it through Friday,” he decided. “And we’ll cut it down to say, two hours a day. That ought to keep things plenty tight.”

“Why wear it at all, then?”

“Because you’re not just wearing it to get that snug little hole ready for fucking.” He tapped a gentle finger on her scowling mouth. “Extra aroused, remember?”

She just sighed when her pussy twitched again. “I hate you.”

He patted her arm consolingly. “It’ll be worth it, trust me.”

She did trust him, but it didn’t mean she had to like it. “Fine. Enema kit, daily butt plug wear. Anything else?”

“And no masturbating.”

Dammit, she was hoping he’d forgotten. “And no masturbating. Does that go for you, too?”

“Hell, no.”

She slapped her hands on her hips. “Why not?”

“Because I’m in charge,” he said simply. “Aren’t I?”

She reminded herself once again that she didn’t have to go along with any of this. It was all part of the game, and she could quit playing at any time. She could just say no—that she didn’t want to wear a butt plug for two hours, that she’d masturbate whenever she felt like it, thank you very much. He might be disappointed—okay, he’d definitely be disappointed—but he’d go along with it. Whatever you want, Bailey, he’d said, and he’d meant it.

And that right there was why she wasn’t going to say no, or Bananarama, or anything else that would stop the runaway train they were on. Because it was for her, all of it for her, and she didn’t want to disappoint either of them.

So she’d go along with the whole absurd mess, and maybe when it was over, she’d have shed this strange need for him.

Because as good as the orgasm she’d just had was, it hadn’t come close to matching what he could do to her.

Shoving that uncomfortable truth aside, she smiled into his expectant face. “Yes, Nash,” she said, making sure to put just enough sass into her tone that he couldn’t mistake it for actual obedience. “You’re in charge, Nash.”

He seemed to get the message. “Brat.”

“Sadist,” she returned.

“I know!” he said with cheerful wonder. “Who’d have thought, huh?”

She choked back a laugh. “Can I go take a shower now, Mister In Charge?”

“Be my guest, Ms. Not In Charge.” He bent to scoop up her discarded panties. “Here, take these with you.”

She took them, rolling her eyes, then turned to walk toward the stairs.

“Uh, Bay?”

She kept walking. “Yes?”

“You know your dress is still up around your waist, right?”

“Yes.” She paused at the turn for the stairs, legs apart, and arched her back so he’d be sure to get a good look. “But if I’m going to suffer, so are you.”

He cleared his throat, but his voice was still rough when he said, “Touché.”

And with a low laugh and a gotcha smirk, she stepped out of view and escaped up the stairs.

 

She didn’t come back.

He waited, putting away the food and tidying up the kitchen, turning on the TV and scrolling through the streaming options while listening for her footfalls on the creaky stairs.

But the stairs stayed silent, and when night fell and the house grew dark, he shut down the house and went to bed, where sexual frustration and the nagging worry that he might have gone too far kept him awake far into the night.

When he’d issued his no-orgasm edict, he’d half expected her to tell him to go fuck himself. Hell, he’d all but seen the words trembling on her lips. And when he’d told her the only way she was going to get to come between now and next Sunday was to do it right there, in front of him, he’d been prepared to duck to avoid taking a flying beer bottle to the face.

Instead she’d met the challenge head on, and the beauty of her unabashed, unashamed sexuality had left him breathless.

And her vulnerability had left him shattered.

Oh, she’d put on a brave face once the orgasm was over, but he’d seen the fragile uncertainty lurking under the sass and snark. He’d wanted to cuddle her, to kiss her soft, damp cheeks and stroke her disheveled hair and reassure her that she’d been perfect, that she was perfect. That in his eyes, she would always be perfect.

But she wasn’t ready to hear that, and he wasn’t quite ready to say it.

Now, after a restless night, he wished he’d had the courage.

Groggy from lack of sleep, irritated by the hard-on that hadn’t gone away despite stroking it out twice during the night, he thought about canceling his Sunday morning plans for a bike ride with friends. But she would probably appreciate having the house to herself for a few hours, and he needed the exercise.

Maybe it would finally make his dick go down. If it did, he was going to be putting in a lot of miles on the bike this week.

When he got back, tired and sweaty but no less horny, her car was gone, and the house held the still quiet of emptiness.

He didn’t expect a note—she was a grown woman, and he had no claim on her time—but was still disappointed when he didn’t find one. Shoving it aside, he headed for the shower.

While he soaped and scrubbed and resolutely ignored his hopeful dick, he went over his plans for the week. The goal was to keep Bailey on edge, needy and wanting, without messing with her daily life. She had a business to run, and interfering with that would put him squarely on her shit list, so he had to be careful there. Any tormenting would have to take place after business hours, but that wasn’t a problem. The ideas he had were best implemented when there was no one else around, anyway.

Satisfied with the plan, he finished showering and toweled off, then headed to his bedroom to dress.

He walked in on his phone buzzing on the bed where he’d tossed it, and picked it up.

He’d missed a call from Sawyer, and a follow up text asking him to return the call, no rush, and there was a message from Bailey. It was a simple, one-line text telling him she was hanging out with Chloe and Gwen, but his heart gave a wild leap of joy.

She’d left a note after all.

With a goofy, giddy grin on his face, he crossed to the dresser for clean clothes. He was down to a couple of T-shirts and one pair of shorts, reminding him that he needed to do laundry. So when he was dressed, he tucked his phone into his pocket then picked up the hamper in the corner and dragged it to the laundry room.

He got the first load going, then wandered into the kitchen. The coffee pot was cold and empty—Bailey must have decided to get some on the road, or at Chloe’s—so he set it to brewing, then took out his phone.

He stared at Bailey’s text for a moment, weighing his options. It didn’t exactly invite a reply, but he wanted to send something, to keep that communication going. A thought hit him, and with a grin he tapped out his reply.

Then to avoid staring at the screen, waiting for an answer, he toggled away from his texts and returned Sawyer’s call.

“Nash, thanks for getting back to me.”

The coffee pot gave its little chime to indicate brewing was done, so Nash put the phone on speaker and pulled down a mug. “No problem.”

“This a good time to talk?”

Nash took his phone and his coffee into the living room, sat down on the couch, and put his feet up on the coffee table. “Absolutely. What can I do for you?”

 




Chapter Fifteen

Bailey’s phone chimed in her pocket, but she was busy wrestling with a carton of vanilla ice cream in Chloe’s kitchen.

Gwen was sprawled out on Chloe’s sofa with a bagel. “Whose phone was that?”

“Mine.” Bailey grunted and put her back into peeling the lid off the cardboard carton, which appeared to be glued on.

Finally managing to get the lid off, Bailey tossed it into the sink and pulled out her phone. The text from Nash had her blinking in confusion, then snorting out a laugh.

Chloe, lounging on the other end of the sofa, picked up her head. “What’s so funny?”

“Nothing.” Bailey shoved the phone back into her pocket. “Who wants ice cream?”

Chloe waved her hand in the air. “Me.”

“I’m good with my bagel,” Gwen mumbled around a mouthful of it. “Or I would be, if I had more coffee.”

“You had yours already,” Bailey told her sternly.

“You could make some,” Gwen wheedled.

“Make it yourself, I’m busy. Do you have any Kahlúa, Chlo?”

“In the fridge,” Chloe said as Gwen got grouchily to her feet.

Bailey pulled the bottle out of the fridge. “Anyone want a Kahlúa milkshake?”

“Can’t,” Chloe said. “I’m not supposed to have any alcohol.”

“Why?” Bailey asked, genuinely perplexed.

Gwen bumped her out of the way and snagged the coffee pot, turning on the water in the sink. “She has to take pills that make her bleed, and alcohol is a blood thinner.”

“Oh. Right. Well, I’m having one. Gwen?”

Gwen left the pot to fill in the sink and grabbed a new filter. “I just want coffee.”

Bailey pulled her head out of the cupboard the blender should’ve been in. “Where the hell is your blender?”

“On top of the fridge, where it always is.”

Bailey looked up. “Gwen, get it for me, will you? I’m too short.”

Gwen finished spooning coffee grounds into the basket and shut off the water before crossing to the fridge. She stretched up onto her toes to reach the blender, then dropped back to her heels and passed it to Bailey.

“Thank you.”

“You’re welcome.” Gwen returned to the coffee pot to pour in the water and turn it on. “Chloe, how are you feeling about tomorrow?”

“Okay, I guess,” Chloe said with a shrug. “A little anxious, but mostly ready to be done with it.”

Bailey dug a scoop out of the silverware drawer and began dumping ice cream into the blender. “Are you driving up tonight or tomorrow?”

“Tomorrow.”

Gwen grabbed a spoon and scooped up some ice cream, dropping it into her cup while the coffee maker hissed and spat. “Did their talk with Nash help?”

“Yeah, it did. They didn’t tell me what they talked about, but it helped.”

“Nash didn’t say anything to me, either.” Bailey eyed the level of ice cream in the blender. She added one more scoop, then reached for the liquor. “But then, he wouldn’t.”

“I need to thank him,” Chloe said and Bailey, pouring booze into the blender, froze.

“I’m sorry, did you say you need to thank Nash?” She set the bottle on the counter with a thunk and looked at Gwen. “Did she say she needs to thank Nash?”

Gwen grabbed another spoonful of ice cream, slipping this one between her lips. “That’s what I heard.”

“Has hell frozen over?” Bailey wondered. She slapped the top on the blender. “Chloe, check the weather app on your phone and see.”

Chloe stuck out her tongue.

Bailey grinned and set the blender to whirring. When ice cream and Kahlúa were blended to her satisfaction, she flipped it off and peeled off the lid to pour the contents into a glass. “How much ice cream do you want, Chloe?”

“Just bring me the carton.”

“Thatta girl.”

Bailey carried her milkshake and the ice cream into the living room. She passed the latter off to Chloe, then curled up in a chair. The coffee maker had stopped hissing, so Gwen poured a cup and followed, resuming her spot on the sofa. She picked up her bagel. “What time is your appointment?”

“Twelve-thirty.” Chloe frowned down at the carton of vanilla ice cream. “I need chocolate sauce.”

Bailey set her milkshake aside. “I’ll get it.”

“Well, at least you don’t have to get up early,” Gwen commented. “That’s, what, an hour away by car?”

“About that, yeah. But we’re going early so we can check into the hotel first. You know, settle in before the appointment.”

Bailey returned with the chocolate sauce. “What hotel lets you check in before noon?”

“The kind that Knox designed, and is friends with the owners.”

“That’d do it.” Chocolate sauce delivered, Bailey picked up her milkshake and dropped back into her seat.

“Anyway, we’ll check in, get settled, then go get me some abortion pills.”

Chloe was frowning into her ice cream, and she looked…sad? Bailey exchanged a worried glance with Gwen. “And you’re good with that plan?”

“What?” Chloe looked up, confusion in her pretty blue eyes. “Yeah, sure. Why?”

Bailey gestured. “You’re looking at the ice cream like it killed your puppy.”

Chloe sighed. “The clinic will only let one person come in with me.”

Gwen winced. “Oh.”

Chloe’s shoulders shifted in a restless shrug. “It’s fine, I guess. I’m not having surgery, just getting a couple pills. But…”

“You wanted both of them with you,” Gwen finished.

Chloe nodded, shoulders slumped. “Yeah.”

They were silent for a moment, then Chloe straightened her shoulders and reached for the chocolate sauce. “Okay, that’s enough about all that. What’s going on with you guys?”

“Gwen had a date,” Bailey said, and hid her grin in her milkshake when Gwen scowled.

Chloe finished pouring chocolate on her ice cream. “You did? With who?”

“This guy I met at the coffee shop last week,” Gwen said reluctantly.

Chloe picked up her spoon. “Name?”

“Liam.”

“I like it,” Chloe said and waggled her eyebrows. “I sense potential in Liam.”

Gwen snorted. “Your senses are on the fritz, then. He talked about his ex-wife the whole time and stuck me with the check.”

Bailey wrinkled her nose. “Ugh.”

“Well said, Bailey,” Chloe declared around a mouthful of ice cream and chocolate sauce. “Want some ice cream?”

“Fuck it,” Gwen decided and set her bagel aside. “Give.”

Chloe stretched out to hand over the carton, then looked at Bailey. “Okay, your turn.”

Bailey slurped the last of her milkshake, then set her glass aside. “I’m just a girl, waiting for a guy to give her a gang bang.”

Gwen snorted. “There’s a fucked-up rom-com for you.”

“And when is that happening?”

“A week from today, actually.”

“Seriously?” Gwen asked, wrinkling her nose.

“Yeah. Is that a problem?”

Gwen wrinkled her nose. “You don’t think it’s bad taste to have a gang bang on a Sunday?”

“Your latent Catholicism is showing,” Chloe told her.

“I don’t work Sunday or Monday,” Bailey reminded Gwen, amused. “The choice of day is practical, not ecclesiastical.”

Gwen just muttered something under her breath that sounded like none of my business and shoveled in more ice cream.

Chloe gave her foot a comforting pat. “You seem awfully cool about it,” she told Bailey.

“It’s a front,” Bailey confessed. “I’m so worked up I feel like I could jump out of my skin. And Nash is not helping.”

“What does that mean?” Gwen asked, then immediately threw up her hands. “Jesus, why did I ask that? I don’t want to know!”

Chloe grinned. “Well, I do.”

Bailey hitched up her hip to dig her phone out of her pocket. She keyed in the passcode, then tossed it to Chloe. “Last text.”

Chloe swiped at the screen. “Why is he texting you a traffic cone emoji?”

“Probably because there’s no butt plug emoji.”

Gwen groaned. “I knew it. I knew it was going to be butt stuff.”

“And the ‘two hours’?” Chloe wanted to know.

Gwen abandoned the ice cream to slap her hands over her ears and sing, “La la la, I’m not listening, la la la.”

“Because that’s how long I’m supposed to keep it in,” Bailey told Chloe. “Two hours a day, every day, until the big bang.”

“So he’s, what, training your asshole?”

“That’s his story. I think he’s just trying to make me extra horny.”

“Will it?”

“Hell, yes.”

“Go, Nash,” Chloe chortled, then nudged Gwen’s foot. “You can stop singing now.”

“What?” Gwen shouted back.

Chloe leaned forward to grab her arms and yanked them down. “I think it’s hot.”

“It is,” Bailey agreed. “It’s also diabolical.”

“Why?”

“Because I can’t come.”

“Come where?” Gwen asked around a mouthful of ice cream.

Bailey just stared at her while Chloe dissolved in a fit of giggles. “Orgasm, Gwen.”

Gwen swallowed, blushing to the roots of her hair. “Oh.”

“Why can’t you come?” Chloe asked.

“Because Nash, also known as the Orgasm Police, said so.”

“There’s a new sheriff in town,” Chloe drawled, grinning.

Gwen wrinkled her nose. “And you’re going along with this why?”

“I’m not really sure,” Bailey admitted. “I almost told him to go fuck himself.”

“So, why didn’t you?” Chloe wanted to know.

Bailey shrugged. “Because it’s hot, and it’s fun.”

“There’s nothing fun about not coming,” Gwen muttered.

“It’s part of the game,” Bailey explained. “You know, the whole I’m-not-in-control thing.”

“He’s setting the tone,” Chloe explained.

Bailey nodded. “Yeah, and I want to see where he goes with it.”

“I kind of wish I could be there Sunday to see how this plays out,” Chloe mused.

“Fine by me, but you have to clear it with Nash.”

“I’ll settle for all the details after,” Chloe decided.

“I’ll settle for no details after.” Gwen set the ice cream on the coffee table. “Are we done talking about Bailey’s sex life now?”

Chloe looked at Bailey. “I don’t know, are we?”

Bailey shrugged. “I have nothing else to add. Oh, except he hired Sawyer.”

“Really?” Chloe gasped. “Oh, now I really need all the details after.”

Gwen looked torn for a moment, then shook her head. “I maintain my no-details stance.”

“Good for you, Gwen,” Bailey teased. “Way to stick to your principles.”

“Bite me,” Gwen said and picked up the television remote. “You guys want to watch Heated Rivalry?”

“I’ve seen it, but I’m up for a rewatch,” Chloe enthused.

“Absolutely not. No. No way.”

Chloe stared at Bailey in confusion. “I thought you loved that show.”

“I do, but we can’t watch it.”

Gwen looked just as baffled as Chloe. “Why?”

“Because it’s sexy,” Bailey explained patiently.

Gwen and Chloe exchanged looks. “So?”

Bailey huffed out a breath. “So, if I get turned on, I can’t do anything about it! No coming, remember?”

Gwen just stared at her for a full five seconds, then shrugged. “Eh, you’ll survive.”

“Gwen!”

“You get to fuck Sawyer,” Gwen reminded her, flipping through the streaming options until she located Heated Rivalry.

“So, what? I deserve to suffer first?”

“I wouldn’t put it that way, but…yeah.”

Bailey groaned. “Chloe, help me out, here.”

Chloe held up her hands. “I’m staying out of it.”

“I need better friends,” Bailey mumbled and went to fetch the bottle of Kahlúa.

Fortunately, Gwen started with episode one. Since Bailey had seen it twice now, she was able to ignore most of it, and went home feeling only marginally horny.

Unfortunately, when she got home, she had to put in her two hours of butt plug time.

Nash was out of the house, and since she wanted to get her time in while he wasn’t around, she hurried upstairs. She shucked off the shorts she’d worn to Chloe’s, wiggled out of her panties, and retrieved her butt plug from the bin of infrequently used toys under her sink.

She always cleaned everything after using, but she gave it a thorough wash anyway with soap and water before carrying it into the bedroom. She kept the lube in her nightstand drawer, along with condoms and the toys that saw the most use. She pulled it out, tossed it on the bed along with the plug, then set about arranging the bed.

She placed and plumped the pillows, then grabbed her current non-fiction read, a book about Queen Victoria’s daughters. It was a compelling book, interesting and informative, but could in no way be considered sexy, and would hopefully keep her from getting too worked up during the next two hours.

She lay on the bed belly-down, the pillows under her torso, and reached for the lube. She squirted a generous blob of the cool, viscus gel onto two fingers, then reached back, cocking her leg out to spread herself open, and pressed her fingers to her anus.

The lube warmed quickly against the heat of her body as she patiently worked it around, then in, the delicate opening. Normally the single application would’ve been more than enough to ease the way, but two hours was a long time. Knowing her body would absorb the meager amount of moisture long before that two hours was up, she reached for the lube again.

Erring on the side of caution, she used a generous hand, and by the time she was satisfied that she wasn’t going to be extracting a bone-dry plug in two hours, her asshole was bubbling with lube. Annoyed that she hadn’t thought to grab a towel, Bailey wiped her hand on her butt—she was going to need a shower after this, anyway—and reached for the plug to position it at her now sloppy asshole.

Breathing slow, she pushed it in.

It glided in smooth, aided by the lube, but the lube couldn’t mitigate the stretch of delicate tissues, the pinch of discomfort as the plug slid in to its widest point. She paused, holding it there, waiting for the pain to pass, the ache to ease. And felt, with desire laced with dismay, the answering pulse in her pussy.

She’d always loved this part of anal sex, the part where the muscle, not meant for this use, gave its instinctive protest, its reflexive resistance. The pain that accompanied it was sharp, almost sweet in its intensity, and for reasons she’d never been able to fully articulate, it turned her on like nothing else.

Her pussy twitched and throbbed with each little spasm of her asshole, her anus’s struggle to adapt the richest of aphrodisiacs. And when the muscle finally relaxed and the plug slowly slid the rest of the way in to settle snugly and firmly in her ass, her pussy continued to pulse and weep, begging for relief.

Breathing hard, her hands shaking, she reached for the book. With a glance at the clock to note the time, she sent up a quick prayer that Queen Victoria’s lackluster parenting would keep her sufficiently distracted. Otherwise, the next two hours were going to be torture.

Cursing Nash, she opened the book and began to read.

 

* * * *

 

When Nash got home with a car full of groceries, the house was quiet. Bailey’s car was in the drive, but when he hauled in the first round of bags, there was no sign of her on the first floor. Curious, he went and stood at the bottom of the stairs for a moment, ears straining for any sound from above.

But he couldn’t hear anything. Deciding she was probably indulging in a Sunday afternoon nap, he went back outside for the rest of the groceries.

He was unpacking the bags when he heard the shower turn on upstairs. He paused for a moment, a head of lettuce in his hand, to picture her naked and wet. Then he shoved the lettuce into the fridge and the image out of his head.

He noted when the shower shut off a scant few minutes later, but kept moving, putting cans into cabinets and vegetables into the fridge, and he’d just finished putting it all away when she walked in.

Her hair was wet, twisted up in a clip on top of her head, and her skin was flushed and dewy from the shower, bare of makeup. She wore a pair of purple cotton lounge pants with a gray sweatshirt that hung loose to her hips, her feet were bare, and he thought she looked cool and fresh and comfortable, ready for a Sunday afternoon of relaxing at home.

Then he saw her eyes.

She wasn’t wearing colored contacts, so the hazel he loved shone back at him, bright and bold and wildly, desperately aroused.

He couldn’t ignore the answering clench in his gut, so he absorbed it, relished it, and sent her a wide, wide smile. “Hi, Bay.”

Her blazing eyes narrowed, irritation flashing, and she pointed an accusing finger. “You.”

“Me?” he questioned mildly and picked up one of the reusable grocery bags on the table to fold. It was either that or toss her over his shoulder, carry her off to bed, and fuck them both into madness.

“Does your mother know what a terrible, horrible man you are?” she demanded.

“Ah…”

She stepped forward, drilling her finger into his chest. “I read for two hours. Two hours, and I don’t remember a word of it.”

He bit his lip to keep from laughing. “Why?”

“You know why,” she ground out, incensed, and curled her hand into a fist. For a moment he thought she might actually punch him. Then she let it fall to his shoulder, and her head hit his sternum. “I’m never going to survive ’til Sunday.”

“There, there,” he crooned, and risked a pat on her shoulder. “It can’t have been that bad.”

She lifted her head to stare into his eyes.

“But I could be wrong about that,” he amened, taking in the desperate need in her gaze.

“I was reading about Queen Victoria,” she whined. “The least sexy thing I could find. It didn’t help.”

He wanted to laugh, but bit it back. “I’ve got a book on medieval carpet weaving you can borrow.”

“I’m going to try a podcast tomorrow, something niche and academic like tax law or mathematics.”

“That’s the spirit,” he said encouragingly.

Her head hit his chest again. “You smell good.”

He choked back a laugh. “Thanks?”

She sighed and lifted her head. “I still hate you.”

“Understood.”

She looked down at the bag in his hands, then at the ones still on the table. “Did you buy groceries?”

“I did.”

“Did you get stuff to make tacos?”

“As a matter of fact.”

“Maybe I hate you a little bit less,” she allowed.

“You brown the meat and shred the cheese, I’ll chop the veg,” he offered.

“Deal.”

She seemed to settle while they worked, chatting companionably about things that were not sex and arguing about the merits of soft versus crunchy shells, and by the time they settled in front of the television with the food, she was her laughing, teasing self.

“Soft shell tacos are just modified burritos,” she told him. She was curled up on the couch with a plate of hard-shelled tacos in her lap and a beer on the table beside her.

“Maybe,” he allowed. “But that’s what I like.”

“As long as you know you’re wrong,” she said, and crunched into a taco with relish.

Amused, he picked up the remote and scrolled through the programs until he came to the one he wanted. He’d thought about picking something else—they’d been having such a nice time, and she was bound to get pissed at him again—but he had a plan, and good reasons for sticking with it.

Engrossed in her taco, she didn’t notice his choice until the theme music came on. Then she groaned. “Are you fucking kidding me?”

“What?” he said innocently as episode three of Heated Rivalry began. “You like this show.”

The look she shot him was both desperate and incensed. “One day you’ll pay for this. I don’t know how, I don’t know when. But one day, Nash.”

He just grinned and toasted her with his beer. “I’ll look forward to it.”

They watched the show in near silence—or rather, she did. Nash barely noticed what was happening on screen. Though he didn’t look directly at her, his entire focus was on Bailey.

He found it amusing that she assumed she was the only one affected by the rules he’d given her. Knowing she’d spent two hours trying to read about Queen Victoria with a plug up her ass had left him almost unbearably aroused, and sitting next to her on the couch while she squirmed with obvious sexual frustration wasn’t doing his dick any favors.

The only difference was that he was definitely going to jerk off later.

When the credits finally rolled and he switched off the television, he turned to her with a benign smile. “I’m really starting to enjoy this show.”

She just sent him a sad puppy look. “Nash. Please?”

“Please, what?”

“Let me masturbate tonight. I swear, it’ll be just this once.”

“Nope.”

Her shoulders sagged with defeat, but her eyes narrowed in defiance. “You know I don’t actually have to follow any of your stupid rules, right? You’re not actually in charge of me.”

“You’re absolutely right,” he agreed.

They sat in silence for a moment, her glaring, him smiling. Then she shoved angrily to her feet. “I really fucking hate you.”

He waited until she’d stormed her way to the stairwell, then called out, “I guess I’ll just clear your plate, then?”

“You don’t want me to tell you want you can do with that plate,” she shouted back, and stomped up the stairs to the sound of his laughter.

 

 




Chapter Sixteen

Much to Bailey’s consternation and Nash’s delight, the rest of the week was more of the same.

He mostly left her alone on Monday, which was both a relief and a worry. She used her day off to run her usual complement of errands—she stopped by the dry cleaner and the bank, had a short meeting with her accountant to prepare for the upcoming quarterly taxes. She checked in on Chloe via text, and was reassured that her friend was in good hands with Jesse and Knox.

Back home she caught up on laundry, took a nap, and searched for the most boring podcast she could find. She finally settled on one called Mathematics for Our Time, a discussion of how people relied too heavily on computers to do advanced math. But it turned out that boring didn’t help, because her mind just drifted to her full butt and her empty pussy, and she was right back where she didn’t want to be—horny as fuck with nowhere to go with it.

On Tuesday she threw herself into work, grateful for the distraction, and for the first part of the day she was blissfully focused on something other than sex. But just after lunch she got a text from Nash. She hesitated to open it, wary of a trick. She should’ve listened to her instincts, because when she finally clicked on it between clients, she found the filthiest story she’d ever read, a Cinderella retelling where the prince, after finally finding the beautiful maiden he’d fallen in love with, celebrated by sharing her with the entire palace guard.

Twenty men fucking one woman in every way possible, jizz flying everywhere, orgasms galore. And Bailey had to work the rest of the day with her pussy soaking through her jeans.

On Wednesday it wasn’t a story, but two photographs. The woman was white, with short pink hair, blue eyes, and a pin-up body. The man had warm bronze skin and dark brown eyes with a charming smile and firm, sleek muscles. The accompanying text read Ava and T, giving her the faces to add to her sweaty, tangled dreams.

On Thursday it was another sexy story. She tried not to read it, she really did. But she caved, and the hot-wife, free-use scenario had her shaking so badly she had to lock herself in the bathroom at work for a solid half-hour, claiming food poisoning when her staff got worried.

She couldn’t keep going like this. So when she got home that night, she laid down the law.

“I can’t take it anymore, Nash.”

He looked up from the pile of laundry on his bed. She was in the doorway, still holding her purse and keys, all the sexual frustration and madness built up inside her fueling her glare.

“Hey, Bailey.” He set aside the shirt he’d just folded and plucked another one out of the pile. “What’s up?”

“Don’t ‘what’s up’ me,” she flared. She threw her purse to the floor, sent the keys after it with a musical jangle. “I’m done, you hear me?”

He straightened, his brown eyes radiating concern that didn’t quite hide the sadistic glee. “You seem upset, Bay.”

“Upset? Upset?”

Tossing the shirt back on the pile, he sat on the side of the bed. “Did something happen today?”

“Several things,” she ground out. “But not the thing that needs to happen.” Incensed, incandescent with rage and frustration and suppressed lust, she took the three strides to reach him and dug her hands into his T-shirt. “Because you won’t let it!”

“Whoa,” he murmured. “You’re really on edge.”

“You think?” She wanted to shake him until his teeth rattled. “I’m not going to make it to Sunday, Nash. Not like this. Something’s gotta give.”

He stood, nudging her back a step, and put his hands on her shoulders. “Okay, how about you take a deep breath and calm down?”

“Deep breaths don’t help, Nash. I’ve tried. You know what I did today?”

“Uh…”

“I started to prep highlights for someone who came in for a keratin treatment because I was thinking of your little hot-wife story instead of my job.”

“Um. That’s bad, right?”

She tightened her grip on his shirt. “Yes, Nash, that’s very fucking bad. I had to cancel my clients for tomorrow because I don’t trust myself not to fuck up someone’s hair!”

She sucked in a deep breath. “I tried, I really tried to follow your no orgasm rule. But it’s not worth my career.”

“No, it’s not,” he agreed, his hands squeezing her shoulders. “You should go upstairs, take a hot shower.”

Relief weakened her knees, visions of shower-wand-induced orgasms had her nearly salivating. “God, yes. No, wait. Can I use your bathroom?”

“Why?”

“The shower wand in there has a pulse setting,” she explained, nearly dizzy at the thought.

Understanding dawned in his eyes. “You can’t masturbate, Bailey.”

“What?” She sagged in his grip, shock and dismay mixing with desperate, aching need. “Nash, I—”

“I’ll take care of you, Bailey,” he soothed, but his voice was firm, eyes steely. “I promise I will. But only if you don’t make yourself come. Deal?”

She stared at him for a moment, torn. She could get herself off so fast, and with the hot water and the steam of the shower he’d never know. But oh, it would be so much better if she waited, and he knew she knew it.

She tightened her grip on his shirt. “Do you swear on your mother’s collection of Princess Diana commemorative plates?”

Humor warmed his eyes and his grin flashed, the dimple popping in his cheek. “Going for the big guns, huh?”

“Do you swear?” she demanded.

“I swear.” He grabbed her hands and peeled them gently away from his shirt, then lifted them to his lips. “I swear on the plates, on my bike, on the Cleveland Guardians’ hopes for the pennant and my immortal soul, you will get to come.”

Mollified, she nodded. “Okay.”

He pressed another kiss to her knuckles, then walked with her to the door. “Go, take a shower. Wash your hair, shave anything you need to shave, do the enema. Then put on a robe and come back down.”

She walked down the hall to the stairs, watching him over her shoulder.

“I swear,” he repeated, his eyes sober, his expression serious, and she nodded and went up the stairs, taking them two at a time, eager to do what she needed to do and get back to the promise in his eyes.

 

Nash waited until he heard the water turn on, then went back into his room and picked up the phone. He dialed quickly, sweeping the bed clear of his laundry while he waited for the call to connect. When it did, he took a deep breath and mentally crossed his fingers.

“Sawyer, it’s Nash. There’s been a change of plans.”

 

* * * *

 

When Bailey came downstairs half an hour later, Nash had the unfolded laundry shoved in the closet, the sheets changed and the shades drawn, cutting out the late afternoon sun and casting the room in shadow. He’d found half a dozen tealights in the stash of emergency candles in the laundry room, and lined up on the dresser they added a faint, romantic glow.

He’d managed a quick scrub-down in the shower—possibly the fastest one he’d ever taken—and had redressed in clean boxers and shorts, leaving his torso bare. When she walked into the room with damp hair and bare feet, wrapped in a short terry-cloth robe, he was waiting for her beside the bed.

She was all dewy skin and wide eyes—eyes that still held the colored contacts she’d worn to work. And that just would not do.

He crossed the room, lifting one hand to brush a lock of damp hair off her forehead. “You’re still wearing your contacts.”

“I…forgot.”

Her voice was thin, her breathing already rough. He could see the pulse fluttering like a mad thing in her throat.

He shifted his hand there, wanting to feel it. “I want them gone. Do you have to go back upstairs?”

She hesitated a moment, then shook her head. “They’re disposable. I can just throw them away.”

He held out his hand, palm up, and after a moment’s pause, she plucked them out and dropped them into his hand.

He crossed to the waste basket next to the bed and dropped them in, then turned back. She hadn’t moved from the doorway, and seemed impossibly small there in the short robe, her eyes wide and vulnerable, the gold flecks in the hazel bright in the candlelight.

He held out a hand, his heart leaping when she moved immediately to take it.

Saying nothing, he laid his hands on her shoulders and turned her to face the side of the bed. “I know this week has been hard, Bailey,” he crooned. He stroked his hands down her arms to her hands and back up again, moving slowly, sensually. “And you’ve been such a good girl.”

She let out a sound, somewhere between a whimper and a moan, low in her throat. “Don’t tease me, Nash.”

He grinned into her hair. “I’m not teasing you, I’m praising you. You have been good. You didn’t have to follow my rules, but you did it anyway.”

She shifted restlessly, knees flexing, arms twitching. “Don’t remind me.”

“Why did you?” he asked quietly, shifting his hands to brush her hair back. His fingertips grazed her neck, and she shivered. “I know you didn’t want to.”

“Because,” she began, then cut herself off with a gasp when he reached around her waist for the tie of her robe.

“Because?” he prompted, deftly untying the strip of terrycloth holding the robe together. He let it drop, then shifted his hands to the lapels.

“It was part of the game,” she said, breath hitching as he drew the robe off her shoulders.

“Is that the only reason?” he asked and let the robe fall to the floor.

Fuck, she was gorgeous. The soft length of her back, the dip of her waist flowing into that plump, dimpled ass followed by thick thighs. He bent his head to her shoulder, wanting her scent and to watch her breasts, her belly, quiver with her breathing.

He wanted his hands on them, on her, but he wanted an answer first. “Is it?”

“I don’t know.”

He put his hands on her then, sliding one across her chest to palm a breast and the other around her waist. He took a moment to caress that sweet little belly before sliding down, down through damp curls to the hot, wet flesh below.

“Goddamn, Bay,” he murmured in her ear, tightening his arm around her torso when she jerked. “You’re fucking soaked.”

“I told you.” Her voice was strangled, her fingers like claws through his shorts when they reached back to latch onto his thighs.

He slid his hand lower, bypassing her clit to the soft opening below. He stroked a fingertip over it, barely nudging inside, and felt it flutter in response. “Have you been like this all week?”

“Yes.” Her hips pushed forward, trying to hump his hand. “Nash, please.”

“And you haven’t come at all?”

She let out a whine, desperate and needy. “Does it seem like I have?”

He laughed, low and triumphant and full of wonder. He was amazed, awed. Humbled. “No, it sure doesn’t.”

“Nash.” Her hips were undulating now, desperate for the deeper contact that would bring relief. “Please. You promised.”

“So I did. Okay, Bailey. I’m going to give you what you need.”

He pulled his hand free and gripped her waist, ignoring her wail of protest. Shifting his stance, he planted his other hand between her shoulder blades and pushed.

She pitched forward with a squeak, hands flying forward to catch herself on the mattress. “All the way down,” he ordered, increasing the pressure of his hand on her back, and after a heartbeat she obeyed, arms collapsing under her so she lay face down on the bed, torso flat to the mattress with her feet on the floor and her ass in the air.

“Good girl,” he said and gave her upturned ass an approving pat.

“Stop calling me that,” she muttered into the duvet and twisted her head to glare at him through a curtain of wet hair. “It’s weird.”

“But you are a good girl,” he said with a chuckle, and gave her ass a second, much firmer pat.

“Are you spanking me?” she wondered.

“Do you want me to?”

“I want you to make me come,” she replied tartly.

“Well, then, spread ’em,” he shot back.

She immediately stepped her feet apart, spreading her thighs wide, and he hummed in approval. “And you say you’re not a good girl.”

She dropped her face to the mattress and let out a muffled scream. “Nash!”

Laughing, he squatted behind her, grabbed her ass, and used his thumbs to spread her pussy wide. She was dripping wet, bright pink, and so goddamn pretty he had to work to keep his voice cheerful. “All right, enough foreplay.”

“Thank fu— Oh!”

Nash didn’t answer, since his tongue was buried deep in her needy little hole. He fucked it once, twice, then pulled back to smack his lips. “That what you wanted?”

“Yes,” she panted, her ass jerking in his grip as she pushed back, seeking his tongue. “More, please.”

“My pleasure, baby,” he purred and went to work.

He knew if he aimed for her clit she’d go off like a rocket, so he kept his tongue in her cunt, stroking and stabbing and sucking up the juices that poured out of her like water from a faucet. He sucked on her plump labia, nibbled around the delicate edges of her fluttering hole, even swept his tongue up to poke at the puckered star of her anus.

She almost came when he did that, shuddering and shaking and crying into the duvet, so he backed off, sinking his teeth into the plump curve of her ass and biting down with barely restrained savagery. His dick was so hard his loose cotton shorts felt like a prison, and he almost reached down to free it. But he knew if he did that he wouldn’t be able to stop himself from fucking her, and that wasn’t the plan.

“I hate you,” she sobbed, dragging his thoughts away from his dick.

“Poor baby,” he crooned, eyeing the bruises he’d left in her soft flesh. The dark pleasure he felt at having marked her didn’t shock him, but the faint disappointment that he hadn’t done it hard enough to make her bleed did. “You need to come so badly, don’t you?”

She grunted, and he felt the bed shift, saw movement out of the corner of his eye. He moved fast, catching her hand before she managed to snake it between her legs. “Bad girl.” He grabbed her other hand for good measure. “Do you want to come, or not?”

She thrashed, yanking at her hands. “Yes, dammit!”

“Then wait for it,” he ordered, and since he couldn’t spank her with his hands full, bit her other cheek.

“Bastard,” she hissed and tried to kick him in the nuts.

She missed, catching him on the shin, and he laughed in pure delight. “Keep it up and you won’t get to come until midnight,” he warned.

She sagged on the bed, her breath sobbing out. “Nash, please. I’m dying.”

“No, you’re not.” He gave her pussy one delicate, consoling lick, luxuriating in her answering shivers. “It just feels like you are.”

“What do I have to do?” she asked. All but begged. “Whatever it is, I’ll do it.”

“You don’t have to do anything, Bailey,” he assured her. He nuzzled her cunt, drinking in her scent, absorbing her shudders. God, she made him giddy with lust, dizzy with need. He’d lost all track of time, and had no idea how long it had been since he’d spoken to Sawyer—or how much longer he needed to hold out. “All you’ve ever had to do was be you.”

“Then please, Nash.” He could hear the tears in her voice, frustration and eagerness and need. “Please, make me come.”

He couldn’t do it anymore, couldn’t make her wait any longer. Couldn’t make himself wait. He gave her hands a squeeze, then put them back on the mattress. “I’ve got you, baby. Hold on, okay? Hold on.”

She curled her fingers into the duvet, knuckles going white. “Please. Please.”

“I’ve got you,” he said again. He put his hands back on her thighs, spreading her wide once again. But this time he twined his thumbs together, laid them against her gently pulsating opening, and pushed inside.

She groaned, long and low, that delicate inner sheath clamping down on his thumbs. He didn’t give her time to adjust, didn’t wait for her body to calm, but started fucking her with them, pumping in short, firm thrusts that stroked the nerve-rich opening with nearly continuous friction at the same time that he dipped low, angled his head, and licked her clit.

She went off like a rocket.

Shaking, crying, her pussy grabbing at his fingers and her clit pulsing on his tongue, it went on and on. He worked her clit until his jaw went stiff and his tongue went numb, drawing out every last twist and twinge of pleasure that he could. And when she finally lay quiet and the shudders and shivers had stopped, he slipped his thumbs from her body, pulled his head out from under her and stood.

 

Bailey knew she wasn’t dead. Her heart was beating extremely fast, and she was sweating a lot and breathing hard, so she was definitely not dead. And it felt really, really fucking good.

She was dimly aware of Nash lifting her, placing her on the bed, but she didn’t bother to open her eyes. She was still enjoying the aftermath of her not-death, and he didn’t seem to need her help, anyway.

But then he kissed her, and he tasted like Nash and her pussy, and that made her want to get not-dead again, so she opened her eyes.

He looked happy and horny, and since she was happy and horny too, she grinned up at him. “Hi.”

“Hi. Feeling better?”

“Mmm, much.” She wanted to stretch so she did, feeling all her marvelously loose muscles loosen even more, pleasure still humming. Her pussy felt so good, happy and satisfied but still empty, but oh, they were going to fix that. Yes, they were. “I’m mad at you.”

He quirked one eyebrow, clearly not too worried about it. “Are you?”

She worked up a pout. It was hard, because she felt so damn good, but she was not a woman to back down from a challenge. “You took so long to make me come.”

He just chuckled, the bastard, and reached down to give her pussy a loving stroke. “But was it worth it?”

She spread her legs so he could stroke her better. “Maybe. You might have to do it again so I can make sure.”

“Funny you should say that…”

“Hmm?” she said, distracted by the stroking. No, she wasn’t done…

“I did something,” he said, and his tone snagged her attention.

Though his fingers continued to stroke and play with her pussy, his expression was serious, his eyes intense.

She struggled to focus on his face instead of his hand. “What thing did you do?”

He opened his mouth to answer, but a noise from the living—the trio of beeps that signaled the front door lock releasing—room had her whipping her head around.

She couldn’t see it through Nash’s open bedroom door, but that was definitely the sound of the front door opening and closing. And that was more than one person walking into her house.

She started to leap up in alarm, mouth open to scream. But Nash’s hand, wet from her pussy, slapped over her mouth to hold her down.

“I moved up the gang bang,” he whispered, shoving his face close to hers. “Since you seemed to not want to wait.”

Oh. Nonplussed, she blinked up at him over his restraining hand. Outside the bedroom, the footsteps were getting louder.

“Want me to call it off?” he asked softly. The footsteps paused, then resumed, getting louder as she lay there, trapped by Nash’s hand that smelled like her cunt, caught in his wicked, wanton gaze. “Or do you wanna get used like a filthy slut?”

Heat flooded through her at the thought, empty pussy giving a desperate clench. There was only one answer, and he read it in her eyes before she nodded her head.

“That’s my bad girl,” he whispered, then he was kissing her, hard and deep, and when he stopped, they weren’t alone anymore.

 

 




Chapter Seventeen

“Hey, Nash.” Sawyer, in jeans and a Toledo Mud Hens T-shirt, came to a stop beside the bed with a wicked smile on his face. “How’s it going?”

Nash sat back on his haunches, pulling himself away from Bailey with an effort. “Pretty good, Sawyer. You?”

“Can’t complain.” Still smiling, Sawyer looked down at Bailey. “Who’s this?”

“This is Bailey.” 

Sawyer looked down at her, laid out like a feast. Legs spread, pussy wet. Nipples hard, mouth red and swollen. And her eyes—heavy-lidded with lust and all but on fire with excitement.

“Hey, Bailey.” Sawyer reached down and, with one long finger, flicked her nipple. “How come you’re naked?”

Bailey glanced at Nash, a question in her eyes. He nodded, urging her to go with it. “Tell him, babe.”

Licking her lips, she looked back at Sawyer. “Because I like to fuck.”

Sawyer’s smile grew. “Nothing wrong with that, is there?”

“Not from where I’m standing,” Ava said, coming to stand beside Sawyer. She was wearing a body-skimming dress in white with black boots that put her two inches above Sawyer. “Mmm, you look delicious.”

Nash nearly grinned when Bailey blushed to the roots of her hair. “What do you say, Bailey?”

“Thank you,” Bailey said, so breathless the words were almost soundless.

Ava winked. “You’re welcome, love.”

T strolled around to the other side of the bed. “How’s she like to fuck, Nash?”

“Well, that’s the thing,” Nash said. “She’s got what you might call a fetish.”

“A fetish, huh?” T put his hands on his hips, pulling his black T-shirt tight across his chest. “What kind of fetish?”

“She likes to get used,” Nash said softly. “Don’t you, Bailey?”

Bailey licked her lips, her eyes flicking from person to person before landing on Nash. “Yes.”

“How?” Nash demanded.

She kept her eyes on Nash. “Like a filthy slut who’ll do anything to come.”

Ava clapped her hands together and squealed with glee. “Oh, that’s my favorite kind!”

“Mine, too,” T enthused.

“Can we use her, Sawyer? Please?”

Sawyer scratched his head. “I think it’s up to Nash. She’s his slut, after all.”

“Are you my slut, Bailey?” Nash asked softly.

Eyes shining, breasts rising and falling with her rapid breaths, she bobbed her head in a slow nod. “Yes, Nash. I’m your slut.”

“You wanna get used by my friends?”

“Yes, please.”

“Such a polite little tart,” Ava teased.

“Well, I gotta give my slut what she wants, don’t I?” Nash murmured and, ignoring the others, leaned forward to give her one last kiss. When it broke, he kept his lips against hers to whisper, “I won’t leave.”

“Thank you,” she whispered back, eyes shining with gratitude and lust and something else that made his heart leap with hope.

“I’m first,” Ava chirped, and he eased back off the bed, holding her gaze until Ava leaped on the bed and blocked his line of sight.

“Why do you get to go first?” T wondered.

“Because she’s going to taste like latex when you lads are done with her, and I want pure pussy.”

“Well, at least turn her around so I can get at her mouth,” T complained.

Ava heaved a sigh and looked down at Bailey. “Men,” she said, aggravated, and Bailey giggled. Ava waved a hand at T. “Fine, do what you gotta. But I’m first in that cunt.”

“A hole’s a hole,” T said cheerfully and reached down to slap Bailey on the thigh. “Come on, doll, swing around so I can get at that mouth. There you go—no, hang your head right over the edge, I want a straight shot at your throat.”

Bailey settled cross ways on the bed, head hanging off the edge and knees up, her feet planted. Ava laid a hand on each knee and parked herself between them, purring with delight at her first look at Bailey’s spread pussy.

Behind her, Sawyer gave a low whistle. “That’s a pretty used pussy already.”

“Yeah, I see beard burn,” Ava observed, shooting Nash an arch look. “That your work, handsome?”

“Guilty.”

“You leave anything behind other than spit?”

Nash watched T shuck off his clothes, revealing a tight, hairless body and a jutting cock. It wasn’t long, but it was thick. “I didn’t fuck her, if that’s what you mean.”

“Good.” He looked back at Ava to see her lick her lips. She slid off the bed to stand on the floor, nudging Sawyer out of the way, then bent forward and stuck her face in Bailey’s pussy.

“Oh-glargh!” Bailey said, and Nash’s eyes shot back to her face in time to see T sink his dick into her mouth.

“Fuck, that’s nice,” T sighed. He leaned forward, grabbing onto Bailey’s tits—for pleasure or support, Nash wasn’t sure—and grinned at Nash. “These are some superior tits, buddy.”

“I’ve always thought so,” Nash agreed.

“Good mouth, too.” T pushed forward slightly then pulled back, dragging his spit-soaked dick across Bailey’s face, and she sucked in a gasping breath. Then he was back in her mouth, not stopping this time until his balls rested on her nose.

Her hands flew up and back to latch onto T’s ass.

“That’s good, baby, you let me know when you need to breathe,” he told her with callous cheer while giving Nash a reassuring nod. “I’m just gonna fuck this throat and squeeze these titties until I nut.”

As he proceeded to do just that while Ava continued to eat her out, Nash circled behind him and crouched so he could see Bailey’s face. Her eyes were closed, her face red from being upside down and holding her breath. Her cheeks were wet with drool, and as T continued to steadily fuck her face, the muffled gluck, gluck, gluck of a wet and nasty throat fuck filled the room.

Worried, because while he could see she was okay—breathing, not in physical distress—he didn’t know if she was okay, he reached out between T’s spread legs and touched her cheek.

Her eyes fluttered open, blinking in confusion, then locked on his. And they simply glowed, gratitude and delight and lust all pouring out of them in waves so intense that he reeled from the impact. She uncurled the fingers of one hand from T’s ass to stretch it out toward him, and he took it, holding onto her, feeling the jolts of T’s cock bottoming out in her throat and the shivers and jolts of Ava’s mouth on her pussy. He felt the orgasm build in her, felt the tremors before he saw her eyes flutter, before he heard the strangled screams around the dick in her mouth.

“Fuck, Ava, you’re making her come,” T said, the words distant and far away to Nash’s ears, but he didn’t need them to know what was happening. Her hand tightened on his, squeezing, squeezing, and he shifted to cradle it in both of his, pressed his lips to it while T’s hips flew, his dick plunging between her lips until with a shout he held himself deep, coming straight down her throat.

Her hair was tangled, her face beet-red and covered with spit and sweat, she was making noises like a choking goat—and she’d never been more beautiful or more precious to him.

“God, I fucking love you,” he murmured, unable to hold the words back. Her eyes were open, half covered by T’s balls, and she gave no indication that she’d heard him. But it didn’t matter.

He’d tell her again, when she didn’t have another man’s dick in her mouth, hadn’t just come from someone else licking her pussy. He’d tell her again, and she’d hear him.

 

Bailey’s throat was raw, her pussy was still pulsing from her second orgasm of the night, and the dick in her mouth, though it had shrunk considerably since blasting its load down her throat, was still cutting off most of her air.

She’d never felt better in her life.

She was dimly aware of Nash holding her hand, murmuring to her, but the dick in her mouth was finally leaving, letting her suck in her first full breath in she didn’t know how long, and the return of oxygen was almost dizzying. The guy straddling her head—his name was T, she reminded herself—stepped back and put a hand under her head, taking the strain off her neck. Grateful for the help, she let him lift her up to a sitting position, and came face to face with Ava.

Her pink hair stood up in disordered spikes, her face was slick and shiny from eating Bailey’s pussy, and sometime in the last few moments, she’d gotten naked.

Well, almost naked. There was a leather harness around her hips with a fat purple dildo protruding from it.

She didn’t say a word, just slid her hands in Bailey’s tangled hair and kissed her.

Bailey jolted, despite everything somehow shocked, then moaned in pure sensory pleasure. Soft and silky smooth, Ava’s lips rubbed over Bailey’s gently, almost teasingly, before stroking her tongue into Bailey’s mouth. She tastes like me, Bailey realized with delight, and moaned again.

Kissing a woman was just, well, different than kissing a man. Not better, not worse, just different. Softer and somehow sweeter, even when there was a dominate edge—and Ava definitely had that edge. It was in the way she moved her tongue around Bailey’s mouth, used her teeth to nip and scrape. But there was no stubble to scratch her face, and instead of a hard, flat chest there was the delightful soft rub of breasts.

Bailey reached for them, eager to explore, and Ava hummed in approval. “Yeah, love, play with my tits,” she urged, the husky command dancing shivers down Bailey’s spine. She obeyed, plucking at hardened nipples and stroking soft skin. And when Ava broke the kiss and, with the hand tangled in her hair, directed her mouth to those gorgeous teardrop titties, Bailey was more than happy to comply.

She sucked strongly, batting the stiff nipple with her tongue while her hands squeezed and plumped and plucked, Ava’s moans and sighs her reward.

“This is hot,” someone said. She thought it might have been T, but she’d have had to stop sucking to make sure, and it just wasn’t worth it.

“Very,” another voice said. “But I’m feeling a little left out, here.”

“You’ll get your turn, Sawyer,” Ava replied, the words rumbling under Bailey’s busy mouth. She switched breasts, treating the second to the same fervent attention, humming happily as she suckled. “In the meantime, just enjoy the show.”

“Oh, we are.” That was T again. “You gonna fuck her?”

“In a minute,” Ava sighed.

Bailey kept sucking and nibbling, blissed out on boobies, then reluctantly lifted her head at the tug on her hair. More kisses, deeper and stronger. No longer exploratory, there was a purpose now, an end goal, and though Bailey didn’t think she was anywhere near another orgasm, her pussy clenched.

Ava broke the kiss, her bright eyes glazed with lust, lips swollen. “Lie down, little tart.”

Bailey obeyed, trailing her fingers over Ava’s skin as she did, loath to lose contact. Ava followed her down, kneeling between her spread thighs, the purple dildo bobbing obscenely between them. Ava glanced at Nash. “You got any lube, handsome?”

T, standing on the other side of the bed, snorted. “Like you need any. That slut is fucking soaked.”

Bailey blushed, knowing it was true. Knowing they could all see just how turned on she was, being used like this.

“I know that, T,” Ava said drily and winked at Bailey. “I just had my face in that sloppy cunt, didn’t I? But I want lube.”

Nash stepped forward, a bottle of his hand. “I’ve got this.”

Ava eyed it critically, then nodded. “That’ll do.”

She took the bottle and flipped open the top, the click loud to Bailey’s embarrassed ears. Ava poured some into her hand, then passed it back to Nash. “Keep it handy,” she told him, then stroked the viscous liquid over her fake dick.

When it was shiny and slick in the flickering candlelight, she leaned forward and snagged a pillow from the head of the bed. “Lift up,” she told Bailey, and when Bailey obeyed, shoved the pillow under her hips.

She lay there, her ass propped up on a pillow, legs spread wide and pussy open so this beautiful woman could fuck her with a fake purple penis while her ex-boyfriend and two strange men looked on.

It was the single hottest moment of her life.

“You love this, don’t you, love?” Ava murmured, stroking her fake dick, the slick, wet sound underscoring the words. “You fucking love being on display like this, knowing you’re gonna get fucked, get used. By me, by all of us.”

Bailey swallowed, unsure if she was supposed to answer. Unsure if she could.

Ava stopped stroking to slap the tender inside of Bailey’s thigh. “I asked you a question, little tart.”

Thigh burning, heart pounding, Bailley nodded frantically. “Yes.”

“Yes, what?”

“Yes, I love it.”

She slapped the other thigh, the sharp sound like a shot in the quiet room. “What do you love?”

Bailey wanted to writhe against the pain. “Being used.”

Slap. “By all of us.”

“By all of you.”

“You’d do it if there were fifty people here,” Ava said, peppering Bailey’s thighs with slaps now. Taps, really, they didn’t hurt, but there were so many, one after the other, sensation piling on top of sensation, she couldn’t keep up. “A hundred. Because you’re what?”

“A slut.” Dizzy, aching, Bailey clenched her fists in the sheet under her. “A filthy, dirty, depraved slut.”

“There you go,” Ava crooned, her hands stroking now instead of slapping, soothing instead of striking. She slid them up Bailey’s torso, over her breasts, to up her face. “There you go, that’s a good girl. That’s a good slut.”

She laid her lips on Bailey’s, soft and sweet. “I’m going to fuck you now, slut. Because it’s what you need.”

Bailey nodded. “Yes, yes. Thank you.”

Ava’s lips curled in a smile. “You’re welcome, love,” she said, and this time, when she kissed Bailey, she angled her hips and slid the dildo deep.

Bailey moaned, pleasure rolling through her at the penetration, and braced herself for a hard fuck. But Ava set a languid, unhurried pace, wielding the dildo with an erotic skill that made Bailey’s head spin, and turned a simple bang into the most sensual fuck of her life.

Their breath grew heavy, their bodies slick with sweat. Bellies rubbed together, breasts slipped and slid against one another. With a hum of delight, Ava ordered Bailey to hold her tits together, then feasted on them, all the while her hips never faltering in their steady, almost lazy thrusts.

They rolled, Ava forcing Bailey to ride that fake cock, and even from below, her dominance was clear.

“Do you want to come again?” she asked, gripping Bailey’s bouncing tits, pinching and rolling the nipples, using them as reins to urge her on. “Do you?”

Bailey nodded, her capacity for words long since gone.

“Sluts have to ask,” Ava chided, and gave the nipples in her grip a vicious twist to drive the point home.

Bailey gasped, her eyes flying wide, and somehow they landed on Nash. She’d been aware of him, dimly aware the whole time in the same way she was aware of the bed under her or the light in the room. But now she saw him, watching from his position at the head of the bed.

She didn’t know what he was thinking, couldn’t read his face. But he was there, he hadn’t left, and along with pain and need and want another word slipped into her mind—safe.

She could need and want and ask for more, because Nash was here, and she was safe.

Keeping her eyes on his, she licked her lips and said the words. “I want to come again.”

“Good slut,” Ava praised. “What do you need?”

Bailey shook her head. She was so overstimulated, fucked raw, she didn’t know what it would take to push her over. “I don’t know.”

“No worries, love. I do.”

Bailey tore her gaze from Nash’s to see Ava look past her and give a slight nod, but when she tried to turn to look, Ava yanked on her nipples, giving them another wicked twist.

“Pay attention to me, slut,” Ava told her and pulled.

Helpless against the pain, desperate to ease it, Bailey leaned forward, then kept going until her hands were on either side of Ava’s shoulders and they were breast to breast. Only then did Ava’s grip finally ease, and Bailey’s breath whooshed out in relief.

Only to catch again in shock when something broad and blunt and slick probed at the pucker of her ass.

“What—?”

Ava’s hands dove into her hair, gripping her head to still her instinctive jerk. “Shut up, little tart. You’re gonna get your arse fucked.”

Bailey fought not to tense, her body’s automatic response to the pressure at her asshole. God, whoever was behind her felt huge, and she was already full of the dildo. Which wasn’t massive, just regular dick sized, but with it already deep inside her, it felt as though whatever was trying to work its way into her ass was the size of a beer can.

“Fuck, your dick looks huge. You sure it’ll fit in there?”

It was T’s voice, she recognized it now. Which meant it was Sawyer who was working his dick into her ass.

“I’m gonna make it fit,” Sawyer growled, hands digging into her hips, and with what felt like a mighty push, finally breached the pucker of her ass. “Shit, this slut’s ass is tight.”

“Looks it,” T commented while Bailey panted and whined and saw fucking stars. God, the pinch, the stretch. Her asshole pulsed and quivered, the shocked muscle fighting to adjust, to accommodate this sudden invader. It hurt badly enough to bring tears to her eyes, forcing her to pant through it, trying to ride out the pain. But through the ache there was pleasure, too, bright and keen, and her pussy clenched on the dildo.

“Fuck, look at that,” T said, wonder in his voice. “Her asshole’s pulsing on your dick.”

“I know,” Sawyer ground out. He was holding still, letting her adjust, and she could only be grateful. “Feels fucking amazing.”

“Make her do it again, man,” T urged.

“Don’t mind if I do,” Sawyer said with a laugh and shoved his dick in another inch.

Bailey squealed and jerked, but between Ava’s grip on her hair and Sawyer’s on her hips she was stuck, skewered, and could only pant helplessly as once again her asshole went through its pulsing, twitching, quivering struggle.

“That’s the hottest thing I’ve ever seen,” T declared. “Hey, Nash, come back here. You’ve got to get a look at this.”

“No, thanks,” Nash said, his voice a deep, rough rumble. “I’ve got exactly the view I want.”

Bailey’s eyes, half closed to concentrate on riding out the discomfort, flew open and up at the words. Her eyes met Nash’s, and for a moment there was nothing in her world but the blazing heat in his soft brown eyes, the approval and the pride that was for her, all for her.

Then Sawyer said, “Fuck, this is taking forever. Brace yourself, slut,” and she blinked and said, “What?” and then he shoved his dick balls-deep in her ass and she came, screaming.

She heard Sawyer’s triumphant laugh, heard T’s awe filled “Wow” and Ava’s “I need to get in on this orgasm action” while her body jerked and her pussy clenched and her asshole clutched on Sawyer’s cock, thrusting hard and heavy now, making the orgasm go on and on. And though the noise, the voices and the slap of flesh and the roar of her own blood in her ears, she heard Nash’s quiet, approving, “That’s my good girl.”

The spasms had barely faded when Ava, her hands still buried in Bailey’s hair, said, “Sawyer, stop a second.”

“Why?” Sawyer asked, not stopping, his thrusts rocking Bailey between them.

“Because I need to get up. Go on, there’s a lad.”

“What, you want a piss? Should’ve thought of that earlier.”

“No, I want to sit on this tart’s face,” Ava said, exasperated.

“Well, why didn’t you say so?” Sawyer said reasonably, and stopped fucking Bailey, his dick lodged deep inside her. “How do you want to do this?”

Bailey dimly wondered the same, and hoped it wouldn’t require any action on her part. She felt like a rag doll, limp and boneless and completely incapable of independent movement.

“Pull out,” Ava was saying.

“Fuck that,” Sawyer replied. “I’m not leaving this ass until I come in it.”

Ava sighed, her eyes meeting Bailey’s. “Men,” she muttered, and Bailey would’ve laughed if she’d had the strength. “Then just hold on to her and lean back. She’ll pop off my dick and stay on yours.”

Sawyer must have found that solution acceptable, because he came down on top of her, his front plastering to her back, and wrapped one thick arm around her waist. Then he shifted, leaning back, taking her with him. The dildo popped out of her pussy, and Ava was scrambling up and off the bed, tugging at the straps of the harness.

“Hang on, Sawyer,” T said. “If you fall back, you’ll be off the bed.”

“Shit. Okay, hang on, slut,” Sawyer said, his arm tight around her ribs. “We’re gonna turn. Put your feet on the bed, and don’t let my dick fall out of your ass.”

“Okay,” she breathed, walking her feet along the mattress as he turned on his knees, bouncing her on the dick still buried in her butt, then he was leaning back again, this time all the way. The sensation of falling brought on a spurt of panic, then they were lying flat, Sawyer on the bed and her on Sawyer, her head on his chest and her legs spread wide around his hips and his dick so far up her ass she was surprised it wasn’t tickling her tonsils.

“Fuck, yeah,” he growled above her head, his arm disappearing from around her ribs. She slapped her hands on the bed to keep her balance, and he grabbed the backs of her knees and yanked them up and back. Then he bent his knees, planted his feet, and started driving for her tonsils.

“Fuck, I gotta get in there,” T said, and Bailey turned her head. She could hardly see anything, Sawyer was bouncing her battered ass like a basketball on his dick, but she could see T rolling on a condom, stroking on lube. More double penetration, she realized dimly, and was sincerely stunned to feel her pussy give a welcoming twitch at the idea.

“Wait your fucking turn,” Ava snarled, her voice coming from above where she swung a leg over Bailey’s head. Bailey watched her drop carefully to her knees on either side of Sawyer’s wide torso, and plant her bare, glistening pussy square on Bailey’s face.

She reached back, grabbed a fistful of Bailey’s hair, and gave it a commanding yank. “Okay, slut. Go to work.”

Bailey would’ve happily complied, except Sawyer was fucking her so hard that she had no control over where or how fast her body went—and that included her head. But she could stick out her tongue, so she reached up to wrap her arms around Ava’s thighs and did just that, letting Sawyer do the work.

“Oh, you fucking slag, that’s it, fuck me with that tongue. Yes, yes, yes,” Ava chanted, her hips rocking in counterpoint to Sawyer’s hammering thrusts. Bailey arched her neck, jutting her jaw forward to use her chin, her nose, every part of her face to bring Ava as much pleasure as possible.

“I’m getting in there,” T announced, his voice muffled by the squeeze of Ava’s thighs. “Hang on a second, Sawyer.”

“Man, I was finally getting somewhere,” Sawyer complained, but obligingly paused his hammering thrusts, his cock buried full in Bailey’s ass.

The brief lull did not bring relief. Without the distraction of movement, Bailey became aware of every sensation in her overwhelmed body. Her ass felt raw, stuffed full and battered by Sawyer’s cock. Her thighs were stretched wide and aching, and she could feel bruises forming where Sawyers fingers dug in behind her knees to hold her open. Her pussy was swollen from the three—Jesus tits, three!—orgasms, and though she was still slick with arousal, she could only be grateful for the lube she’d seen T slathering on.

Her whole body felt like one giant, exposed nerve, and she wondered fleetingly how much more they had planned for her.

She was jerked away from her thoughts by the sudden pinch on her nipple.

“Just because he’s not fucking you anymore doesn’t mean you can get lazy, little slut.” The fingers pinching her nipple twisted. “Get back to work.”

Oh. Without Sawyer’s pounding, she could actually do something besides stick her tongue out and hang on for the ride. Delighted, she tightened her grip on Ava’s thighs and applied all her knowledge and experience and love of pussy to the job at hand.

“Oh, damn,” Ava breathed as Bailey sucked and licked and nibbled and tried to fit as much of Ava’s pussy into her mouth as she could. “Oh, goddamn, this tart can eat pussy. You know she could eat pussy like this, handsome?”

“Don’t know how good she is,” Nash drawled, his voice coming to Bailey as though from far away, warm with pride and humor. “But she sure does love it.”

“Yeah, she fucking does. Don’t!”

Bailey jolted at the snap, thinking it was directed at her, but then Ava said, “You’re not mucking this up for me, T, you can fucking wait.”

“But I want to fuck her,” T whined. “Look how hard I am.”

“Big deal, you’re always hard. Oh, that’s it, love, that’s the spot. And you already came once, it’s my fucking turn.”

“We’re supposed to share,” Sawyer reminded them, his chest vibrating under Bailey.

“Goddammit,” Ava muttered. “Fine. But don’t hammer her so bloody hard this time.”

“Okay,” T said cheerfully. “Ava, you hold her legs.”

Bailey kept licking and sucking, swirling her tongue around Ava’s protruding clit while Sawyer handed off possession of her legs. The shift settled Sawyer more firmly in her ass—and she hadn’t thought that was possible—and for a moment her tongue stuttered to a stop.

Ava sighed. “She’s already getting distracted.”

No, Bailey thought, and redoubled her efforts on Ava’s clit, determined to make the other woman come. She wouldn’t let herself get distracted, wouldn’t let whatever the guys did divert her from her goal of— Oh, my fucking god!

Bailey’s entire body froze when T sank his dick into her. He must have used a veritable fuck-ton of lube, because he slid in with zero resistance, but holy shit, it felt like someone had just shoved their fucking arm up her cunt. She was so full there was no room for anything else, not breath, not pain, not even thoughts. There was just dick—a lot of it.

“Fucking hell, that’s good pussy,” T declared.

“Good ass, too,” Sawyer chimed in.

“She’s a good little slag,” Ava agreed. “Or she would be, if she’d get back to licking my fucking cunt.”

“Give her a second,” T suggested. “She’s stuffed with about two feet of dick, you know.”

Ava snorted. “You wish.”

Bailey shook her head, rubbing her face against Ava’s pussy. She wanted to tell them not to wait, that giving her time to adjust was useless. There was no adjusting to this, no getting used to or easing into it. There is no try, she thought wildly, only do or not do.

“Ooh, I’m getting some action.”

“Fuck me,” Bailey mumbled into her cunt.

“You say something, love?”

“I think she said ‘fuck me’,” Sawyer said.

“You want them to fuck you, little tart?” Ava asked.

In response, Bailey licked her clit.

“She licked my clit. I think that means yes. Do it again if that means, yes, love.”

Bailey did it again.

“That’s definitely a yes.”

“There’s a slut for you,” Sawyer said. “T, I can’t move much, so it’s on you.”

“How you want it?”

“The slut wants to get fucked, so fuck her.”

“Happy to,” T said cheerfully, and suited actions to words.

He didn’t hammer like Sawyer had, but sawed in and out of her swollen, aching pussy at a steady, grinding pace that once again scattered her focus and blanketed her mind with sensation. She didn’t bother fighting it, knew there was no point, but she wanted with an almost desperate fervor to make Ava come, so she put all her effort, all her concentration into making that happen.

“Oh, love, you are so good at this,” Ava hummed, rocking her pussy against Bailey’s face. “Keep that up and I’m going to come all over your slutty face.”

“Probably should’ve warned her you’re a squirter,” T said with a laugh.

“Fuck that, sluts get what they get. Oh, yeah, right there, keep going, fuck yes, there, there, there.” Ava ground down, pushing her cunt hard into Bailey’s face, her movements going jerky and uncoordinated with the race to orgasm.

Bailey, knowing it was all Ava now, just kept her tongue out and stiff, and hung on for the ride.

“Yes, yes, yes,” Ava said, chanting it under her breath like a prayer, then she screamed it, “Yes!” and her body froze for half a heartbeat. Then, with Ava jerking and spasming like she’d been electrocuted, Bailey’s mouth was flooded with what seemed like an ocean of fluid. Salty-sweet, it overflowed her mouth to cover her face, soak into her hair, and run in streams onto Sawyer below her.

“Fuck, Ava,” Sawyer complained. “I’m going to need a shower, now.”

T let out a delighted laugh, still fucking Bailey—he’d never stopped. “I never get tired of seeing that.”

“I never get tired of doing it,” Ava managed, and spent, sagged onto Bailey. “Here, take her legs.”

A new pair of hands grabbed Bailey by the ankles, and Ava shifted clumsily off her to collapse on the bed beside them. “Fuck, love, that was amazing.”

Bailey licked her lips, tried to say thank you. But her jaw was numb, and without the distraction of eating Ava to orgasm, fatigue was starting to set in.

“Now that that’s out of the way,” T said, and Bailey looked up at him with exhausted eyes. His were dark, gleaming. “You ready, Sawyer?”

“I been fuckin’ ready.”

T shifted, rising from his knees to the balls of his feet in a deep squat, pushing her knees back at the same time. “On your go, brother.”

Bailey felt Sawyer lift under her, bracing his feet on the mattress once again. Then her eyes widened when she felt his arms come up around and behind her head in a full Nelson, forcing her body into a half crunch. “Let’s do it.”

“Oh, shit,” she managed, and then she couldn’t speak at all because they were fucking her like it was their job.

It was their job.

That wild thought almost made her laugh, would’ve made her laugh, but what little breath she had left her lungs on scream when they began to pound her without mercy. Sawyer slamming into her ass, T in her cunt, dicks hammering, balls slapping, ravaging her holes with an almost violent purpose, like they were bent on destroying them, destroying her, and it was so visceral, so goddamn primal that it unlocked something in her brain. And roaring free, it hurtled her into a fourth orgasm.

It ripped through her with brutal force, tearing a scream from her throat while she thrashed and jerked and writhed. They pounded her through it, the savagery of it pushing her deeper, higher, further, and she screamed again, a Valkyrie’s cry.

She was still coming, still screaming, when they stiffened and held themselves deep, emptying themselves inside her.

 

 




Chapter Eighteen

Nash couldn’t take his eyes off her.

He shucked off his shorts as T climbed off her, as Sawyer gently lifted her off his deflated cock and laid her on her back. Her eyes were closed, her body shaking, jittering with the aftershocks of the most intense orgasm he’d ever witnessed.

He climbed on the bed as T and Sawyer climbed off. Ava was already standing by the side of the bed, having escaped during the mad double fuck, and was watching with wide eyes as Nash spread Bailey’s legs once again.

He jerked his chin at her. “Give me the lube.”

Bailey’s eyes fluttered open at the sound of his voice, blurry with fatigue and confusion. “Nash?”

“Yeah, baby, it’s me.”

“Nash,” she said again, this time a sigh.

“Don’t go to sleep on me, Bay,” he warned. “You got one more dick to fuck.”

She moaned. “I can’t.”

“Don’t worry,” he told her, taking the lube from Ava and squirting a generous blob into his palm. “I’ll do all the work.”

He stroked the lube over his shaft, making it sloppy. He knew she’d be sore and swollen—Sawyer wasn’t huge, but he wasn’t exactly average, and assholes weren’t pussies. They weren’t built for taking dicks and pushing out babies, so he wanted her to have as much help as he could give her.

And thanks to the live porn show she’d just put on, this wasn’t going to take very long.

“Deep breath, baby,” he warned and, pushing her legs back, set his dick at her still-open asshole and pushed.

She let out a gurgling moan, half distress, half pleasure when her snug, warm asshole enveloped his dick. He gritted his teeth against the sensation—Christ, he could come right now, but he’d be damned if would. He wanted to make it last, not just for him, but for her. This was her fantasy, eight years in the making, and he wasn’t going to give her any less than she deserved.

He slid forward a few inches, then back. He added more lube—he was going to have to throw these sheets away—then slid deeper. When he was balls deep, he held himself there for a moment, savoring the heated cavern of her ass. Then he began to move.

He knew she was exhausted, drained by the four orgasms, and still he felt her body respond.

“You like that, Bailey?” he murmured, fucking into her softly, steadily. “You like my dick in your ass?”

Her face was flushed, her eyes heavy. Her breasts bounced gently. “Yes.”

“You liked Sawyer’s dick in your ass, too, didn’t you?”

Her face flushed deeper, but she nodded. “Yes.”

“And T’s in your mouth, your pussy. Ava’s cunt in your face.”

She moaned, long and low, her ass fluttering around his cock. “Nash.”

“Didn’t you?” he repeated, thrusting a little harder, a little faster.

Her breathing was coming faster, harder. “Yes.”

“Why?” He laid a hand on her pussy, ignoring her flinch. It was bright red, all but glowing. “Tell me why, Bailey.”

“Because I’m a slut.”

“Yeah, you are.” He rewarded her with a swivel of his hips, a swipe of her clit with his thumb. She jerked and whined, her ass tightening on his dick. “Whose slut are you, Bailey?”

“Yours,” she breathed. She had her hands on her tits now, squeezing, plucking, pinching. “I’m your slut.”

“Damn right.” Fuck, he wasn’t going to last. “You want my load, baby?”

She moaned, and he could see, actually see her pussy pulse in response. “Yes.”

“You want theirs?”

She looked up at T and Sawyer, standing by the side of the bed, holding the condoms they’d worn to fuck her. “Yes.”

“Ask them for it.” He sped up, pounding her ass hard now, thumbing her clit, hoping he could get her there fast, because he wasn’t going to be able to wait. “Ask them like a good slut.”

She licked her lips, breathing so hard she could barely get the words out. “Please, can I have your come?”

“Where do you want it?” Sawyer asked.

“On my tits.” Cupping them in her hands, she squeezed them together, offered them up. “Please.”

Sawyer’s gaze flicked to Nash, then back to Bailey. “You got it, slut.”

“One order of fuckjuice, coming up,” T said, emptying his condom over her right breast, painting her nipple, letting it drip into her cleavage.

“Make that two,” Sawyer corrected, holding his condom over her left breast so its contents spilled over her nipple, over the upper slope and onto her collarbone, up onto her neck.

“That’s it, paint the little slag in spunk,” Ava urged.

“You’re gonna get mine, too,” Nash panted. That feathery sensation was racing down his spine, his balls tingling. “Right up your ass. You want that?”

Bailey nodded, still clutching her tits, milky fluid slipping and sliding over her fingers. “Yes. Do it, come inside me. Fill me up, Nash. I need it.”

“You, too,” he urged.

She shook her head, a look of genuine regret on her face. “I can’t. Really, I can’t.”

He refused to believe it. “You can.”

“She can,” Ava agreed and, leaning around Nash, latched her mouth onto Bailey’s raw, swollen clit.

Bailey’s cry was pure shock, and her asshole clamped down on Nash like an angry fist. With a roar he let go, the orgasm that had been building while he watched her get fucked ripping through him. He felt her pulse around him—weakly, and only a few times—then she went limp and lose around his pulsing dick.

Ava, seeming to sense that Bailey was well and truly done, eased back. Nash would have liked to stay where he was, lazily pumping his spent dick in the warm, wet cavern of her ass. But she’d earned a rest, so he eased out.

Still holding her legs up, he sat back on his haunches to catch his breath while all four of them looked at Bailey with awe.

Her hair was matted and dark, her face flushed and damp, eyes closed. Her body lay limp, like a rag doll tossed aside, hands loosely cupped around her jizz-covered tits. Her thighs were dotted with red marks, her pussy so swollen and wet and red it looked like someone had taken a can of spray paint to it, and below, from her equally raw asshole, his come bubbled.

In the silence, Ava declared, “That is one used-up little tart.”

“I’ll say,” Sawyer said.

“This was the hottest night of my life,” T chimed in.

“Seconded.” Sawyer nodded at Nash. “We’ll see ourselves out.”

“Thanks. Thank you,” he repeated, looking at each of them in turn.

They smiled back, gathering their clothes in silence and retreating to the living room. Sawyer closed the door behind them with a quiet click, leaving him alone with Bailey at last.

He lowered her legs gently to the bed then eased himself down to lie beside her. When he reached up with one hand to brush her hair away from her face, and she opened her eyes. “Nash.”

“Hey.” He murmured it, keeping his voice soft. He wanted to wrap her in softness now. “How’re you doing?”

“Nash,” she said again, and lifted a hand to his face. “Thank you.”

Unable to resist, he turned his lips to it. “It was,” he assured her, “my very great pleasure.”

She let out a watery laugh. “I could tell.”

Alarmed at what sounded like tears, he peered into her face. “Are you hurting?”

“No. Sore,” she admitted. “Tired.”

“Understandable,” he assured her. “After all, you just fucked four people.” He smiled when she laughed again. “Why don’t I draw you a bath, and order some dinner. How does pizza sound?”

“Do I get ham and pineapple?”

“Tonight, you get whatever you want.”

“’Kay.” She dropped her head to rest on his shoulder. “Nash?”

Wishing they could stay just like this for the rest of the night—hell, for the rest of their lives—he rested his chin on her head. “Yeah, Bay?”

“You might have to carry me to the bath.”

He brushed a kiss over her hair. “That would be my pleasure, too.”

 

* * * *

 

He’d carried her to the bath, then stayed to gently sponge the come off her breasts, help her wash her hair. She’d eaten ham and pineapple pizza bundled in his robe, with some silly movie on the television, then at his insistence had slept in his bed—after he’d changed the sheets—so that if she’d needed anything in the night, he’d be there.

She’d woken once, thirsty and sore, and he’d brought her a bottle of water and one of the painkillers leftover from when he’d had a root canal. She’d spent the rest of the night in blissful, dreamless sleep, cushioned by grade-A pharmaceuticals and the comfort of Nash’s body next to hers. She woke to his snores, and for a moment, in those first, blurry, seconds of the day, she was back in college, sharing a one-bedroom apartment off campus with Nash, like the last eight years had never happened.

Then she shifted, setting off a dull twinge in her sore ass, and it all came flooding back.

She lay there, watching the morning sun fight at the edges of the blinds while Nash slept on beside her, stunned at the weight of disappointment. Annoyed by it. She hadn’t spent the last eight years pining for Nash, mourning what could have been. She’d had a life, goddammit. Gotten her degree, bought a house, opened a fucking business. Had lovers, built friendships, lived.

Beside her, Nash snuffled into his pillow, grumping and grousing the way he did when he was waking up but didn’t want to. In a few moments—or a couple of hours, there was no way to tell which—he’d open his eyes, blinking blearily at the offending sunlight, then he’d see her and smile his sleepy good-morning smile. And if now-Nash was the same as eight-years-ago-Nash, his good-morning smile would come with a good-morning erection.

Eight-years-ago Bailey would’ve greeted both happily, but now-Bailey was too sore and too confused. So she slid out of bed, trying not to wake him up, and scooped her phone off the nightstand. She hurried out of the room, the oversized T-shirt Nash had given her to sleep in brushing her thighs, and dialed Chloe on her way up the stairs.

“I’m sorry, I know it’s early,” she whispered when her friend answered.

“It’s okay, I’m up. Why are you whispering?”

Bailey wedged the phone between her shoulder and ear and dug a pair of panties out of her dresser. “I don’t want to wake up Nash. We did the gang bang last night.”

“What? I thought that was set for Sunday.”

“There was a change of plans.” Bailey wiggled into the panties, wincing, then grabbed a pair of shorts. “Can you meet me for breakfast?”

“Yeah, sure. Where?”

“I don’t know. Somewhere I don’t have to get dressed up.”

“The diner,” Chloe decided. “Twenty minutes?”

“I can make that.” Bailey set the phone down to drag on a sports bra, pulled Nash’s T-shirt back on, then picked up the phone again. “Will you tell Gwen?”

“This early?”

Bailey winced. “I know, I’m sorry.”

“You owe me.”

“I’ll buy breakfast.”

“You’ll still owe me,” Chloe muttered.

“Twenty minutes,” Bailey said and clicked off. She snagged a pair of sandals, scraped her hair back into a ponytail, and crept to the top of the stairs on her toes.

The sound of water running made her curse. He was up, but she couldn’t tell if he was in the kitchen or the bathroom. She bit her lip, straining to hear. The water cut off, then came the clatter and thump of porcelain that could only be the toilet lid going up. He was in the bathroom, and that gave her a short window for escape.

She went down the stairs as fast as she dared, speeding up when she heard the unmistakable sound of a stream of piss hitting the bowl, and bolted for the front door. She looked for her purse, losing precious moments to panic before she remembered throwing it in Nash’s room last night.

She ran across the living room and through his open bedroom door. He’d stopped peeing and was washing his hands, whistling over the sounds of the running water. Her purse sat on his dresser—her keys too, he must have picked them up—and she snagged both and ran back to the front door.

She had the lock undone before the water cut off, and ran like a gazelle for her car.

She’d driven two blocks when the text came in, but she waited until she was sitting down at the diner, a cup of coffee in front of her, to answer Nash’s Where are you?

 

Meeting Chloe and Gwen for breakfast, she replied, hoping it came off like that was always the plan and she hadn’t run away like a coward. Bring you back a cinnamon roll.

 

Then she put her phone on silent and picked up her coffee.

She was just starting on her second cup when Chloe came in wearing a summer dress and a short jean jacket. Shuffling along behind her, Gwen was in pajama pants and a sweatshirt, her hair piled sloppily on her head and her eyes both sleepy and annoyed behind her glasses. They slid into the booth, and Bailey immediately put her coffee cup in front of Gwen.

“Smart,” Chloe said approvingly and signaled the waitress.

Gwen gulped coffee and said nothing.

“Thanks for meeting me,” Bailey said.

“I’d say no problem, but—” Chloe cut her eyes to Gwen, steadily and sullenly drinking coffee.

“I know. Sorry.”

The server appeared, and Chloe gave her a bright smile. “We’re going to need a lot of coffee.”

“And cinnamon rolls,” Gwen muttered.

“And maybe a couple of cinnamon rolls for the table? Thank you so much.” Chloe waited until the server had moved on, then looked at Bailey. “Okay, what’s wrong?”

Bailey toyed with the little paper wrapper on her silverware. “What makes you think something’s wrong?”

“Because you made me drag Gwen out of bed to meet you at—” She paused to check the time on her phone. “Seven-twenty-three in the morning, on a weekday when you’re supposed to be at the salon, and you slept with Nash. This is not rocket science.”

Gwen lowered her cup to the table with a snap. “You slept with Nash?”

“The group project got moved up,” Chloe supplied and waved a hand at Bailey. “So? What gives?”

Bailey kept her eyes on the paper wrapper, concentrating on rolling it as tightly as she could. “Nash still loves me. Or loves me again. I’m not sure which.”

“How do you know?”

“He told me. Last night, when T was fucking my mouth and Ava was eating me out.”

There was another moment of silence, then Gwen said, “Let me get this straight. He told you he loves you while you were fucking two other people?”

Bailey glanced up. “Yeah.”

“Just checking,” Gwen said and picked up her coffee again.

Bailey waited a beat, glancing between Chloe and Gwen, but nobody said anything else. “That’s all you’re going to say?”

Chloe scratched her chin. “I’m not sure what you want me to say.”

“Nash said he loves me,” Bailey repeated.

“About time,” Gwen muttered.

Bailey blinked. “I’m sorry, what?”

“She said, about ti—”

Bailey shot up a hand. “I heard what she said. I just don’t know what it means.”

Chloe glanced at Gwen, got a shrug in return, then looked back at Bailey. “It means we kind of knew.”

“How?”

“Uh, we have eyes?” Gwen offered.

“And Nash told me,” Chloe added.

Bailey just gaped at her best friend for a full five seconds. When she finally found her voice, it was to croak out, “When?”

“When he came into the pub to get Sawyer’s number. That was what, a week ago?” she asked Gwen.

“Something like that,” Gwen agreed. “We’re getting more coffee, right?”

“And you didn’t think to mention this to me?” Bailey asked, outraged.

Chloe shrugged. “No.”

“Why the fuck not?”

“Because it’s not really any of my business.”

“Well, it’s my business,” Bailey began hotly.

“No, it’s not,” Gwen interrupted.

“Excuse me?”

“It’s not your business, not unless he tells you. Which he did, so now it is. Your business.” Gwen craned her neck, trying to see around Chloe. “Do you see our server?”

“Will you forget about the fucking coffee?” Bailey practically yelled.

“Why are you so mad about this?” Chloe wondered.

“Because I’m in love with him, too, dammit!” Bailey shouted, then clapped her hands over her mouth in horror.

Gwen shot Chloe a smirk. “You owe me another twenty.”

Bailey dropped her head to the table. “Oh, God.”

“Uh, is everything okay here?” Bailey heard the server ask.

“Fine,” Chloe said with grating cheer. “She just realized she’s still in love with her ex.”

“Oh.”

“Thank you so much for the coffee. Bailey, do you want some?”

Bailey kept her head down. “No.”

“Gimme hers,” Gwen demanded.

“How about a cinnamon roll?” Chloe asked.

Bailey lifted her head, grabbed the roll off the plate Chloe held, and stuffed it whole in her mouth.

“I see we’re at the eating our feelings stage,” Gwen observed, two-fisting coffee cups.

“Uck oo,” Bailey mumbled.

Chloe, adding creamer to her coffee, paused to frown. “What?”

“She said ‘fuck you’,” Gwen said helpfully.

Bailey pointed at Gwen and nodded.

Chloe went back to doctoring her coffee. “Was it bad?”

Bailey, still chewing the cinnamon roll, turned up her hands and lowered her eyebrows in question.

“The group project,” Chloe elaborated. “Was it bad?”

Bailey shook her head.

“So, it was good.”

Bailey nodded vigorously.

“Maybe you should hold off on questions until she’s swallowed her feelings—I mean, the cinnamon roll.”

Bailey shot up a middle finger, and Gwen grinned.

Bailey chewed, chewed, chewed, and finally swallowed, wincing a little because she probably should’ve chewed a little more, then said, “No, it wasn’t bad. It was good. Really, really good. That’s the problem.”

“Why is that a problem?” Chloe asked.

“I have a theory,” Gwen put in, switching to her other cup of coffee.

“I told you to shut up.”

“No, you told me fuck you,” Gwen reminded her.

“The shut up was implied.”

Gwen smiled serenely. “It really wasn’t.”

“What’s your theory?” Chloe cut in.

Ignoring Bailey’s glower, Gwen turned to Chloe. “It’s a problem because what made it good was Nash.”

“Five orgasms is what made it good,” Bailey retorted.

“What do you mean?” Chloe asked Gwen.

“Well, not many guys would be comfortable with the woman they love fucking a bunch of other people.”

“True,” Chloe acknowledged.

“Nash not only allowed it—”

“He doesn’t ‘allow’ anything,” Bailey said heatedly.

“He facilitated it,” Gwen continued, undaunted. “And my guess is he enjoyed it as much as she did. He enjoyed it because she did.”

Bailey wanted to sneer, but the epiphany she was having distracted her.

“Which makes him pretty much perfect for our girl here,” Gwen said, gesturing with her cup. “And that scares the ever-loving shit out of her.”

Shaking free of the epiphany, Bailey slapped her hands down on the table, making the silverware jump. “Of course, I’m scared! Have we forgotten he broke my fucking heart?”

“No, we haven’t forgotten,” Chloe said quietly.

“I barely got through it the first time. If it happened again…” Bailey shook her head. “I don’t think I’d survive.”

“You would,” Gwen said with a certainty that made Bailey frown. “But that’s not really the point, is it?”

“It’s not?” Chloe asked.

Gwen shook her head, her eyes square on Bailey’s. “Every romantic choice you’ve made since then has been with one goal in mind—don’t fall in love, don’t risk another broken heart.”

Bailey had no choice but to go on the defensive. “Can you blame me?”

“No,” Chloe said. “That breakup was brutal. You did what you had to do to get through it.”

“But now, here you are, in love again despite all your best efforts. Maybe you’ve been in love with him the whole time. And you have to decide if you’re going to risk it all again.” Gwen picked up her coffee, took a sip. “So what are you going to do?”

Bailey just stared at her for a moment, then let her head fall to the table.

“Miss?” Chloe called. “We’re going to need more cinnamon rolls.

 

* * * *

 

Bailey drove home with the air conditioning blasting in her face. She hoped it would help with the nausea, but so far it wasn’t doing much. She was so anxious she felt like she could throw up, but that could have been the cinnamon rolls. The fourth one had probably been a mistake, and the box of them sitting on the passenger seat, filling the car with the scent of butter and sugar and cinnamony goodness, wasn’t helping.

When she pulled into her driveway, her stomach gave a warning lurch. Nash was on the front porch swing, idly gliding back and forth, using his bare toes to push off the floorboards. He hadn’t bothered with a shirt and his hair was still tousled from sleep, and he looked so damn good she couldn’t decide if she wanted to jump him or throw up or just keep driving until she got to Kentucky.

None of those seemed like appropriate options, so she picked up the box of pastries and got out of the car.

She climbed the porch steps, his sleepy smile and sleepy eyes welcoming and warm and making her feel like a shit coward. “Hey, you.”

“Hey.” She handed him the box. “Cinnamon rolls, as promised.”

“Mmm.” He set his coffee down on the porch and opened the lid, giving the contents an appreciative sniff. “Can’t beat that smell.” He plucked one from the box, then held it out.

She shook her head. “I had four already.”

“Jesus, Bailey.” Chuckling, he set the box down on the swing and picked up his coffee. “Was Chloe okay?”

“Sure,” she said, confused. Why wouldn’t Chloe be okay?

“No complications?”

She almost said from what? then realization hit, followed quickly by guilt. Jesus, she’d spent two hours with her best friend who’d just had an abortion, and hadn’t asked her once how she was feeling. “No, she’s fine.”

“Good.” He sank his teeth into the cinnamon roll, watching her as he chewed. He swallowed, took a sip of his coffee. “Then what’s wrong?”

She shoved her hands into her pockets. “What makes you think something is wrong?” she said, automatically trying to brazen it out, then kicked the porch rail. “Shit. Shit, shit, shit.”

“You’re going to break a toe,” he said she continued to kick the porch rail on each shit.

“At least I know what to do about that,” she muttered, but since a trip to urgent care would just put a cap on her day, she stopped.

“Is this about last night?”

She forced herself to look at him. “Kind of.”

At her words his gaze darkened with concern. “Did someone do something you didn’t like?”

“What? No, no, everyone was great,” she assured him. “Worth every penny, however many pennies it was.”

“It was a lot of pennies,” he said drily. “And I tipped them more.”

“Good, that’s good,” she said with a nod, then blurted out, “You said you loved me. Last night. You said you loved me.”

His face went momentarily blank, then he bent forward to set his coffee down again. “I didn’t think you heard me.”

Anxiety vanished, replaced by in irritation. “I heard you. There was a dick in my mouth, not my ear. Did you mean it?”

His lips twitched, but his gaze remained guarded. “I wouldn’t have said it if I didn’t mean it.”

“When?” she demanded.

“When, what?”

“When did you start loving me again?”

He shook his head. “Still.”

“What?”

“Still,” he repeated. “I never stopped loving you.”

She stared at him. “But…you dumped me.”

He sighed. “Because I was stupid, and scared.”

“Scared?” she repeated.

His smile was small, and sad. “I told you, I’m better at hiding it then you.”

“But…why?”

“Because I loved you.” He said it baldly, his eyes on hers, and her heart clutched at the stark vulnerability she read there. “I’d never loved anyone like I loved you.”

“Me neither,” she murmured.

“I thought, ‘there’s no way she can love me as much as I love her’. And I knew one day you’d find someone you loved more, or fall out of love with me, and I’d be left with a broken heart.” He paused, his mouth twisting in a wry smile. “I’d tell myself I was just being paranoid, and I’d try not to think about it. But it was always there, in the back of my mind. Then we had that fight, and that asshole Kyle told me about you blowing Graham Isaac, and I thought ‘well, there’s my out’ and I dumped you.

“And I knew, as soon as I did it—hell, while I was doing it—that I was fucking up. But I couldn’t stop. After you left I drank myself into a stupor, convinced myself I was better off. And the next morning I woke up in a puddle of my own puke, and realized I’d thrown away…everything that mattered. And I’ve spent every moment since trying to figure out how to get it back.”

She couldn’t breathe. She didn’t doubt he was telling the truth—she could see it in his eyes, hear it in the words he’d ripped from his soul. Feel it in the answering joy that sang in her own heart.

But with the joy was fear. He’d loved her before, and he’d still broken her heart.

“I loved you so much,” she blurted out. “I thought I’d die when you threw me out.”

Regret darkened his eyes, pain tightened his mouth. “I know.”

“I almost didn’t graduate. It took me years to get over you. Years, Nash.”

“I know.”

“And now, I’m just supposed to…what? What am I supposed to do?”

His gaze was cautious now, like he didn’t quite know what to say. “That’s up to you.” 

She paced away, then back again. The cinnamon rolls were sitting heavy in her stomach, and she wished desperately for something to drink. “You lied to me.”

He shook his head. “I never lied.”

She jabbed a finger at him. “We said we were going to be honest, remember? Total transparency.”

He grimaced, then nodded. “I remember.”

“You didn’t tell me you were still in love with me.”

“No, I didn’t.” He sighed. “I couldn’t.”

“Why?”

He lifted a hand to drag through his hair, the only sign of agitation he’d shown since she’d arrived. “Because you weren’t ready to hear it.”

“But I was ready to hear it while sucking another man’s dick?”

“I got caught up in the moment,” he admitted sheepishly. “It just slipped out.”

She scrubbed her hands over her face and, tired of standing, lowered herself to sit on the porch. “One day I’m going to look back on this, and it’ll be hilarious.”

“I’m sorry for when I said it,” he said quietly. “But I’m not sorry you know. I do love you, Bailey. I have from the first moment I saw you, and I always will.”

She kept her head down. “I love you, too.”

There was a beat of silence, then, “What?”

“I said, I love you, too.” She looked up. “I don’t think I ever stopped. I told myself I did. I had to.”

His eyes were so warm, love and a cautious sort of joy making them glow. “I know, baby.”

“And I’m scared.”

“Of what?”

“That you’ll break my heart again.”

Hope leapt into his eyes, wild and bright. “I won’t.”

“How can I trust that?”

“You can’t,” he acknowledged. “Not yet. I’d have to show you, prove it to you. You’d have to give me a chance to.”

She threw up her hands, frustration and hope a tangled mess in her already unstable stomach. “I don’t even know what that would look like. It’s not like we can just pick up where we left off.”

“No, we can’t,” he agreed.

“It’s been eight years,” she went on. “We’re different people now. I own a house and a business. You own a suit.”

His dimple winked. “Just the one, though.”

“Would we start dating again?”

“We could,” he allowed. “That’s up to you, too. Whatever you want, Bailey.”

She stared at him, torn. She wanted to protect her heart, shield it from more pain. But she wanted him more. “We’d have to go slow.”

“I’ll be a snail,” he vowed, eyes glowing.

Her lips twitched in spite of the pounding of her heart. “Maybe not that slow. But I need time, Nash, to trust you. To trust us.”

“You can take all the time you need,” he promised. “I’m not going anywhere.”

“I want to believe that.”

His expression twitched, the faintest of flinches. But his eyes were steady on hers. “You will. In time, you will.”

She swallowed lump of doubt, let the hope and the joy flood in. “So we’ll go slow. Date?”

A soft smile curved his mouth. “Not just date. I’m gonna woo you.”

That startled a snort out of her. “Give me a break.”

“Woo the shit out of you,” he insisted, eyes twinkling, dimple flashing. “You’ll be so wooed, baby, you won’t be able to see straight.”

She arched an eyebrow. “Just so you know, after last night, there will be no more ‘wooing’ for a couple of days.”

“I’m not talking about sex.” Standing, he reached down to pull her to her feet. “Wait, does ‘going slow’ mean not having sex anymore?”

Amused, she looped her arms around his neck. “It very much does not.”

“Thank God,” he breathed, then hastened to add, “Though I would’ve agreed to that, if you needed it.”

She patted his cheek. “You’re a brave soul. If you’re not talking about sex, what are you talking about?”

He grinned. “Romance, of course.”

With joy bubbling through her, she grinned back. “What do you know about romance?”

“I’ve been waiting eight years to show you.” He leaned his forehead against hers. “Bailey?”

She closed her eyes, breathed him in. “What?”

“I love you.”

The words sang through her. “I love you, too. But you’re on your own with your mother.”

He was laughing when he took her mouth. “Deal.”

 




Epilogue

November

 

“Nash, you have to go.”

“Uh-uh, I’ve got—” He lifted his head to peer at the clock. “Five more minutes.”

“You had five minutes ten minutes ago.” Bailey planted her hand on his forehead and pushed. He didn’t budge. “If you don’t stop, I’m going to tell your mother why you were late.”

“I don’t care,” he mumbled around her nipple.

“At Thanksgiving,” she added.

He released her nipple to frown down at her. “That’s just mean.”

“Whatever works. Let me up, I have to go hose out my vagina.”

“What?” Genuinely perplexed, he frowned. “Why?”

“Because I want a bath in the soaking tub tonight, and Gwen will be annoyed if I leak jizz everywhere on her birthday.”

“Oh. Yeah, she will.” Obligingly, he rolled off her. “How’s she doing?”

“I haven’t seen her much lately,” Bailey admitted, “but Chloe says she seems happier at work, more relaxed.”

“That’s good, right?”

“Mmm.” Content to lie there for a moment, she watched him climb to his feet and reach his arms up in a long stretch. “She’s been anxious about something for months, but she won’t talk about it.”

He lowered his arms with a satisfied grunt. “Maybe she’ll talk about it tonight.” 

“Doubt it. Gwen doesn’t talk unless she doesn’t have a choice.”

He yawned and scratched his balls. “What time am I meeting you for brunch tomorrow again?”

“Not before eleven.” Snagging his T-shirt, she wedged it between her thighs for the walk to the bathroom. “And remember, if you show up before then, I get to color your hair.”

He frowned. “I don’t think that deal is legal. I agreed to it under duress.”

She snorted. “Sue me. Then you can explain to a judge exactly what that ‘duress’ entailed.”

“No, thank you.” Crossing to the dresser, he grabbed a new T-shirt. “My mom’s going to be disappointed you’re not there tonight.”

Standing, she rolled her eyes. “She’ll be relieved to have you all to herself for once.”

“I’m telling you, she likes you now.”

“It’s times like these I wish I wore glasses,” Bailey mused, “so I could tip them down and stare at you over them in a who do you think you’re kidding librarian kind of way.”

“Okay, maybe she doesn’t like you,” Nash conceded, pulling on his jeans. “But she likes that you love me and make me happy.”

 She mimed pulling a pair of glasses down her nose.

“Okay, she still thinks you’re a devil harlot who’s leading her precious baby boy astray.”

“There it is.”

“But my gran likes you.”

“Your gran’s a hoot,” Bailey admitted. “Remind me to sit next to her at Thanksgiving.”

Nash reached into the closet for shoes. “Only if you promise not to slip her any booze this time. We do not want a repeat of Labor Day.”

“There won’t be.” 

“You promise?”

“Sure, as long as your family doesn’t set off fireworks at Thanksgiving.”

“You’re a bad influence,” he accused.

“How am I a bad influence?”

He pointed a shoe at her. “You’re standing there naked, clearly tempting me to stay and fuck you again, when I was supposed to leave for dinner at my mother’s fifteen minutes ago.”

Bailey scoffed. “Standing here naked is not how I would tempt you to do such a thing.”

“No?”

She sniffed. “Of course not. If I wanted you to stay here and fuck me instead of going to dinner at your mother’s, I’d do something like this.”

Dropping the now come-soaked T-shirt to the floor, she climbed back on the bed, spread her legs, and dipped her fingers into her pussy.

Eyes locked between her thighs, he nodded. “I stand corrected.”

“Good. I hope there will be no more of these unfortunate misunderstandings.”

“No, ma’am,” he said, and tossing his shoes over his shoulder, leapt on the bed to the sound of her laughter.

He was late. His mother was mad. Neither of them cared.
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Excerpt

 

Gwen Stephenson’s friends were late, and she was annoyed. Not because they were late—she didn’t actually care what time they got there, and it was nice to have the hotel suite to herself for a little while. No, it was the reason they were late that was annoying. They were having sex.

She wished she didn’t know that for sure, but Chloe had been in love with her boyfriends Jesse and Knox since January and Bailey had reunited with her college love Nash in June and it was now November, and every single time they’d been late for anything in the last few months it had been because of sex.

So it was a pretty safe assumption. And it was annoying.

Because she wasn’t having sex, and it was her birthday, and how was that fucking fair?

It wasn’t. There also wasn’t anything she could do about it, so she’d decided to make the most of her temporary solitude. She’d ordered room service, lit the fireplaces in both the sitting room and the bedroom, and was currently enjoying the soaking tub, filled to the brim with hot-as-she-could-stand-it water and fragrant bubbles while she nibbled on the cheese and charcuterie plate that had cost more than the monthly insurance premium for her car—or would have, if she’d been paying for any of this.

Since the suite—and all accompanying expenses—were a gift from a friend of Bailey’s, she’d ignored the prices on the menu, added a bottle of champagne and some strawberries with chocolate sauce for dessert, and was savoring every bit of it when the front door to the suite opened with a distant bang and a shout.

She swallowed the strawberry in her mouth and hollered back, “In the bathroom!” then picked up a wedge of aged Irish Cheddar.

Within moments, Chloe appeared in the doorway in a blue sweater dress that matched her eyes and soft brown knee-high boots. Her cap of blonde hair was windblown, her ivory skin pink from the November cold. “Sorry I’m late. I was—”

“Fucking, I know,” Gwen mumbled around the cheese, and jerked her chin in a hello nod when Bailey appeared behind Chloe. “You too, I presume.”

“Twice,” Bailey said cheerfully. Her black hair was piled messily on top of her head, oddly free of colorful streaks, and her hazel eyes lit on the cart laden with food. “Ooh, you got a charcuterie tray?”

“Mine,” Gwen said firmly and, since her glasses were fogged from the steam of her bath, angled her head to glare over them. “You can’t have any.”

“Why not?”

“Because.”

“You’re crabby tonight.” Bailey reached for a slice of prosciutto from the tray, snatching her hand back just in time when Gwen slapped at it. She grinned. “Turning thirty blues?”

“No. Order your own food.”

“Very crabby. You know what you need?”

Gwen narrowed her eyes. “Do not say ‘to get laid’.”

“I wasn’t going to say that. Although, now that you mention it…”

“Bailey,” Chloe warned.

“What? She brought it up.”

Chloe looked like she was trying not to laugh. “Stick to the topic.”

“Fine. Where was I?”

“What Gwen needs.”

“Right. You know what you need, Gwen? Besides to get laid.”

Chloe just sighed.

Amused despite her lingering annoyance, Gwen shook her head. “No, Bailey. What do I need?”

“You need a documentary.”

Gwen sat up, sloshing water over the edge of the tub. “I do?”

“About baseball.”

She stared at her friends through foggy glasses with joy blooming cautiously in her heart. “Really?”

Chloe nodded. “Really.”

“You’re not joking, are you? Because that would be really mean.”

“We are not joking,” Bailey confirmed. “I wish we were, but we’re not.”

“You’re really going to watch a baseball documentary with me?”

“Consider it your birthday gift,” Chloe said, then let out a startled oof when Gwen leapt out of the tub, sending water and bubbles flying, and launched herself at Chloe. “Gwen! You’re getting me all wet!”

“I forgive you for having sex.” Abandoning Chloe, Gwen flung herself enthusiastically at Bailey. “You, too.”

“This birthday celebration is starting out weird,” Bailey declared, returning the hug.

Gwen pulled back and straightened her glasses. “You can have as much prosciutto as you want.”

“Thanks.” Bailey looked down at herself, the T-shirt and leggings she’d worn now soaked through. “I guess I’m putting on a robe.”

Chloe plucked at her dress with a grimace. “Me, too.”

Gwen spun to the hooks by the walk-in shower, grabbed the robes hanging there, and spun back. “Which documentary are we watching?”

“We figured we’d let you choose,” Bailey said from inside the T-shirt she was pulling over her head.

“Really?” Gwen bit her lip. “Oh, well. There are so many to choose from. The best is, of course, the Ken Burns—”

“No.” Bailey tossed the T-shirt aside and pointed a finger at Gwen. “No Ken Burns.”

“But it’s so good,” Gwen pleaded.

“It’s over eighteen hours, Gwen.”

Balanced on one leg to pry off her boot, Chloe gaped. “Eighteen hours?”

“There isn’t enough champagne in this entire hotel,” Bailey told Gwen.

“Fine,” Gwen sighed, but the disappointment was mostly feigned. She’d never have gotten that past them. “Then I want to watch the Netflix one on the 2004 Red Sox.”

Chloe tugged off her other boot and let it drop. “How long is it?”

“Only three episodes,” Gwen said innocently. “They’re like an hour each.”

“‘Like’ an hour?” Bailey asked suspiciously.

“Maybe an hour and a half,” Gwen hedged. “But not more than that, I swear.”

Stripped down to her panties, Bailey shrugged into a robe. “What do you think, Chlo?”

Chloe peeled off her dress and laid it on the long marble counter. “Well, it’s not eighteen hours. That’s something.”

“And it’s really good,” Gwen promised. “You’ll love it, I swear.”

“Fine, ’04 Sox it is.” Chloe slipped off her bra, tossed it on top of her dress, then wiggled into the robe. “But we’re definitely going to need more champagne.”

Gwen was so happy she actually jumped up and down. “My friends are the best.”

Bailey grinned at her. “Dry off and put a robe on, you weirdo, and go cue it up while I order the champagne.”

Four hours later, Gwen turned off the TV with a happy sigh. “That was great. Wasn’t that great?”

“I liked it,” Chloe decided. “Professional athletes are fascinating.”

“I know, right? Bailey?” Gwen sat up in the bed to peer around Chloe. “What’d you think?”

“Hmm?” Bailey looked up from the enormous bowl of ice cream in her lap, a spoonful poised at her lips. “About what?”

“The documentary.”

“Was I supposed to be paying attention?”

“Jesus, Bailey.”

She hunched her shoulders at Chloe’s hiss. “I saw some of it. Yankees and Red Sox, right? Boy, they really hate each other.”

“Nice save,” Chloe said drily. “I really did think it was interesting, Gwen.”

“Kiss ass,” Bailey muttered, and shoved the dripping spoon in her mouth.

Gwen beamed at Chloe. “Thank you, Chloe.

“You’re welcome, Gwen,” Chloe replied.

“Why do they hate each other, anyway?” Bailey wondered.

“What?”

“The Yankees and Red Sox,” Bailey elaborated, waving her spoon in the air. “Is there like, a real reason, or is it just a dumb sports thing?”

Gwen stared at her, then looked at Chloe. “Is she kidding?”

“Probably not.”

“So, like, just a dumb sports thing, then?”

“You know what?” Gwen reached across Chloe and snatched the ice cream out of Bailey’s lap. “No more ice cream for you.”

“Hey! Chloe, she stole my Moose Tracks.”

“Is this what having kids is like?” Chloe wondered.

“Yes, but with stretch marks and peeing when you laugh,” Bailey said, and snatched the ice cream back.

“How do you know?” Gwen asked, miffed. She’d really wanted that ice cream. “You don’t have any.”

“I have approximately three hundred cousins that I started babysitting when I was twelve,” Bailey reminded her.

“Fair point,” Gwen conceded, then frowned at Bailey, who was shoveling in ice cream as fast as she could manage. “You’re going to get an ice cream headache if you eat that fast.”

“I have to eat it fast or you’ll steal it again,” Bailey muttered between spoonfuls.

“I’m ordering one of those hot fudge sundaes I had last time,” Gwen decided and reached for the phone on the bedside table.

“Now you tell me.” Bailey put down the spoon and pressed a hand to her forehead. “Ow.”

“You’re both ridiculous,” Chloe declared.

Gwen snorted and punched the button for room service. “Says the woman with two boyfriends.”

“What does that mean?”

“It means when one lives in a house of glass, one should not throw stones,” Gwen said, then turned away to talk into the phone when room service picked up.

Behind her, Chloe said, “Huh?”

“She means having two boyfriends is so high on the ridiculous scale, nothing we do could ever top it,” Bailey explained.

“Oh. Well, I guess that’s hard to argue.”

“Of course, I could top it if I wanted to.”

Assured that her hot fudge sundae was on its way, Gwen hung up the phone and turned back to her friends. “It’s not a challenge, Bailey.”

“I’m just saying,” Bailey protested.

“I’d say you came pretty close,” Chloe put in. “You know, asking your ex-boyfriend to arrange a gang bang for you.”

A satisfied smile curved Bailey’s lips. “That was pretty ridiculous, wasn’t it?”

“We’ll call it a draw,” Gwen decided, eager to get off the subject of her friends’ sexcapades. “Two equally ridiculous birthday wishes.”

“That turned out very well,” Chloe finished.

“I know I’m happy with mine.”

“Cheers to that.” Chloe raised her empty champagne glass in a toast. “Shit, I’m out.”

“Hang on, I got you.” Bailey reached over the edge of the bed and came up with the bottle. “Oops, out here too.”

“I ordered more with the ice cream.”

Chloe beamed. “She’s always thinking, isn’t she?”

“That’s our girl. And speaking of thinking.”

“Were we?”

Bailey patted her knee. “Okay, maybe no more champagne for you.”

Gwen laughed.

“You’re in a pretty good mood,” Bailey observed.

“I guess I am. I’ve got ice cream and champagne coming, I’ve eaten my weight in cheese and charcuterie, and my besties watched a baseball documentary with me without complaining.”

“She watched it.” Bailey jerked a thumb at Chloe. “I just didn’t complain.”

“Still counts.” Content, Gwen stretched out on the bed. “I don’t even care that I’m turning thirty tomorrow.”

“Thirty’s not so bad,” Chloe offered. “It gets a lot of negative hype, but so far it’s been great.”

“Easy for you to say,” Gwen scoffed. “You have two men making you orgasm every night.”

“She’s got you there,” Bailey said.

“Not every night,” Chloe muttered, blushing. “Sometimes we just cuddle.”

“And you have the love of your life back,” Gwen continued, turning her head to look at Bailey. “Who gives you orgasms every night.”

Bailey snuggled back against the pillows with a happy sigh. “He does.”

“And me?” Gwen turned back to stare at the ceiling. “I have a cat, who does not give me orgasms.”

“Thank God,” Bailey declared.

“Okay, that came out wrong,” Gwen allowed. “But you know what I mean. I want someone to give me orgasms.”

“You can have that,” Chloe said encouragingly.

“No, I can’t. Believe me, I’ve tried.”

“What does that mean?” Bailey asked.

Gwen let out her breath on a sigh. “It means I’ve tried. From losing my virginity to Jake Hoskins in the eleventh grade to Hank Stevens last week and the seven guys in between, I didn’t get an orgasm from any of them.”

“What?” Bailey exclaimed, jerking upright.

“You slept with Hank?” Chloe asked.

“You didn’t come with any of them?” Bailey asked, then frowned. “Wait, who’s Hank?”

“The liquor distributor,” Chloe told her. “When did you sleep with Hank?”

“Last Thursday, when he stopped in to go over the order changes Mo asked for. He stayed to eat a late lunch, and I had to go up and check on Oz. He had that ear infection, remember?”

Chloe bobbed her head while Bailey just stared.

“Anyway, he said he liked cats, so I invited him up.”

“And then what happened?”

“I’m not really sure,” Gwen admitted. “One minute I was putting drops in Oz’s ears while he was admiring my orange cabinets, and the next he was fucking me against them.”

Bailey hooted out a laugh that quickly morphed into a frown. “Hang on—you didn’t come?”

Gwen shook her head. “It was fun, though. It’s always fun. I just don’t come.”

Chloe waved both hands in the air. “Hold on, back up a minute. Are you telling us you’ve never had an orgasm?”

“Of course, I’ve had an orgasm.” Gwen knew her face was bright pink, but the combination of thirteen years of sexual frustration and several glasses of champagne loosened her tongue. “I’ve just never had one during sex with a man.”

“How does that happen?” Chloe wondered. “Or I guess, not happen?”

“I’ll tell you how. Men suck. And do not say ‘not all men’,” Bailey warned Chloe, who promptly shut her mouth. “We’re not talking about all men, we’re talking about the ones who suck. And men who have sex with women and don’t make sure they come? Those men suck. They suck hard.”

“Valid,” Chloe allowed.

Gwen stretched out to give Chloe’s knee a conciliatory pat. “I’m sure yours don’t suck.”

“Thank you.”

“Or yours,” Gwen told Bailey.

“I can attest he does not.”

“And while it is true that men do suck, unfortunately I cannot lay the blame for the orgasm desert entirely at their feet.”

“Do not let the men who suck off the hook,” Bailey began heatedly.

“I’m not, believe me, but I’m pretty sure the problem here is me. Some of them have tried really hard. Not Hank, he was in and out pretty quick,” Gwen mused, “and not Jake, but nobody had moves in high school.”

Bailey sniffed. “Speak for yourself.”

“But some of the in betweens really tried,” Gwen continued. “Remember that Italian exchange student I dated sophomore year?”

“Carlo,” Chloe remembered. “He was hot.”

“I thought if anyone could get me off, it would be him. God, he turned me on. He’d wink at me across the quad and my panties would get wet,” Gwen recalled with a sigh.

“He got everybody’s panties wet,” Bailey reminded her. “Isn’t that why you broke up with him?”

“More or less.” Gwen shrugged. “I wasn’t in love with him, and after a while, he got mean about the not orgasming thing.”

Chloe frowned. “Mean, how?”

“He said I was broken.”

Bailey’s face went to stone. “Asshole.”

Gwen shrugged again. “It wasn’t anything I hadn’t already thought, but hearing it was…”

“Shitty?” Chloe put in.

Gwen nodded. “And I wasn’t going put up with that, so I dumped him. He moved on to make someone else’s panties wet, and I started faking it.”

“Oh, honey.”

The pity in Bailey’s eyes made Gwen flinch. “I didn’t do it for long. Turns out faking orgasm is just as exhausting as trying and failing to orgasm, so…”

“Sweetie, why didn’t you ever tell us this?”

“Because it’s embarrassing.”

Chloe frowned. “But we’re your best friends.”

“It’s still embarrassing. This is a basic, fundamental function of the human body, and I just…can’t do it.”

“You said you’ve had orgasms, though.”

She looked at Bailey. “Sure, by myself. It’s not that my body can’t do it, it’s that my brain won’t let me. That’s the theory I’ve come up with, anyway.”

“What do you mean, it won’t let you?”

“I don’t know, it’s…it’s like it never shuts off. Up. Off or up. Even during sex.” Gwen frowned. “There’s so much going on in my head, just random thoughts and worries and mess that I can’t concentrate on what’s going on in my body.”

“Is this why you’ve been so snarky for the last few months?”

Chloe sighed. “Bailey. We said we weren’t going to talk about this.”

“We said we weren’t going to talk about it unless she brought it up. She brought it up.” Bailey looked at Gwen. “Not that I blame you. If I wasn’t coming, I’d be snarky, too.”

“I’ve been not coming for years,” Gwen pointed out, trying and failing to keep the bitterness out of her tone. “But yeah, lately it’s been harder. And it’s all your faults, you bitches.”

Chloe blinked. “Ours?”

“You two with your happy, orgasm-filled relationships, showing up to my birthday sleepover with beard burn”—she pointed at Chloe, who had the grace to blush—“and hickeys”—she jabbed her finger at Bailey, who just grinned—“late because you were having sex.”

“Sorry?” Chloe ventured.

Bailey snorted. “I’m not.

“I want a boyfriend,” Gwen said, pissed off all over again. “I want a happy, satisfying relationship. I want to get married and have babies. And dammit, I want to come.”

“Who wouldn’t?” Bailey wondered.

Gwen plucked at the Egyptian cotton duvet. “I thought I’d made my peace with this, you know? I mean, sex isn’t everything, and I figured if I could meet someone I loved, that I wanted to be with, I could live without the orgasms.”

“Really?”

Gwen looked at Chloe’s skeptical face. “You don’t think there are more important things in a relationship than sex?”

“I do, sure. But…no orgasms? Ever?” Chloe bit her lip. “I don’t think I could do that.”

“Not no orgasms,” Gwen protested. “I know how to take care of myself.”

“So you’ll what, sneak off to the bathroom after he’s finished, or wait till he’s asleep?” Bailey grimaced. “That sounds fucking miserable.”

Gwen sighed. “I know. I don’t think I can do it.”

Chloe laid a gentle hand over Gwen’s, stilling her plucking fingers and giving them a soft squeeze. Grateful for the silent support, Gwen squeezed back.

“I assume this is a stupid question, but have you tried getting drunk?”

Gwen glanced away from Chloe’s soft, compassionate gaze to Bailey’s curious one. “Why do you think I was always smashed in college?”

“Huh. Okay. Getting high?”

“Tried it. I’ve also tried meditation, tantric breathing, working out first, mindful breathing…you get the idea. None of it works. Brain still in the way, body won’t come.”

Bailey grimaced. “Jeez, Gwen. I wish you’d told us about this.”

“You couldn’t have helped.”

“No, but we could’ve listened.”

Gwen gave an awkward shrug. “I wasn’t ready to talk.”

Chloe gave Gwen’s hand another squeeze. “Well, I’m glad you’re talking now.”

Bailey leaned in to lay her hand over theirs. “Me, too.”

Gwen had to swallow the lump in her throat. “Me, too. Anyway. All of this brings me to my birthday wish.”

Chloe blinked. “It does?”

“This should be good,” Bailey said with obvious relish, then cursed when the chimes of the doorbell rang out. “Dammit. Chloe, get that.”

“No, way. I wanna hear the wish.”

Gwen slid off the bed. “I’ll get it.”

“We’ll all get it,” Bailey decided, following.

Chloe scrambled after them. “Wait for me!”

“Bring the champagne glasses!” Bailey called back to her.

“Shit.” Chloe dashed back to the bedroom. “Don’t say anything good until I get there!”

“Quick, say something good,” Bailey whispered.

“Shut up and get the door,” Gwen said, laughing despite the weight in her chest, and stepped into the sitting room.

With the fire in the fireplace providing the only light, the long wall of windows showcased the dark city beyond and reflected the dancing flames. While Bailey moved to the double doors to let in room service, Gwen curled up on one of the two plush white sofas.

Chloe hurried in with the glasses. “Did I miss anything?”

“Yes, I made my wish, and now I’m forbidden to speak of it or it won’t come true.”

Chloe set the glasses down on the table between the sofas and collapsed on the cushion next to Gwen. “Ha, ha.”

Bailey walked over, a bottle of champagne in one hand and a hot fudge sundae in the other. “What’s funny?”

Gwen reached for the sundae. “Me.”

“She’s really not. Here, I’ll open that.”

Bailey passed the bottle to Chloe and stretched out on the second sofa. “Is there any of that cheese left?”

“In the bedroom,” Chloe said absently, brow furrowed in concentration as she peeled the wire off the cork.

Bailey pursed her lips, then sighed. “I don’t want to get up. Man, I’m going to miss this suite.”

“Me, too,” Gwen said around a mouthful of hot fudge. “I think we should start saving now so we can come back next year.”

“I’m in,” Bailey decided. “Chloe?”

“What?” Chloe said and let out a squeal when the cork flew out of the bottle with a sharp pop. “Shit, that scared me.”

“Me, too.” Bailey eyed the mark on the wall where the cork had hit, a mere two inches from one of the wide windows. “Don’t do that again, okay?”

“It’s not like I meant to.” Chloe poured wine into the waiting glasses. “Do you want some, Gwen, or are you sticking with the sundae?”

Gwen swallowed ice cream. “I can handle both.”

“Atta girl.” Bailey waited until Chloe had handed Gwen her glass. “Okay, dish.”

Gwen took her time sipping champagne, then set the flute down. “I want to get married and have babies.”

Bailey spewed champagne, Chloe following a beat behind her.

Bailey recovered first. “This year?” she asked, swiping her chin with the sleeve of her robe.

“Well, no. But I’m thirty, so I don’t have a lot of time to waste.”

“You have plenty of baby-making time,” Chloe began.

“You do,” Gwen interrupted. “You already have a partner—partners—you can make babies with whenever you’re ready. I should already be dating my future baby-daddy.”

Bailey frowned. “Why?”

“It’s basic math.” Gwen began ticking items off on her fingers. “I have to meet someone, fall in love, get engaged, and get married. I figure that’s two years minimum, give or take a few months. Then add in a year or two to enjoy being married, and we’re at thirty-three or thirty-four. Assuming I don’t have any significant issues getting pregnant, add nine months to a year and I’m close to thirty-five by the time the first kid is born.”

“First kid?” Chloe asked.

“I was an only child, and it sucked,” Gwen reminded her. “I want at least two.”

Chloe’s head bobbed like a puppet on a string. “Sure, okay.”

“I have to wait at least two years between pregnancies—”

“Why?” Bailey interrupted.

“Because that’s how long you’re supposed to give your body to recover.”

“I didn’t know that.” Bailey looked at Chloe. “Did you?”

A wide-eyed Chloe just shrugged.

“So then I’m thirty-seven, thirty-eight by the time kid two arrives, which is considered a ‘geriatric pregnancy’—”

Chloe looked appalled. “Geriatric pregnancy?”

“A man came up with that phrase, I fucking guarantee you,” Bailey muttered darkly.

“So I should at least know my future husband right now, and I don’t, so no, I do not have time to waste.”

There was a moment of silence, Bailey and Chloe just staring at her with twin expressions of shock or maybe alarm, then Bailey said, “Wow. Okay, then.”

Chloe cleared her throat. “So your birthday wish is to…what? Meet your future husband?”

“I mean, ideally, yes, but that’s not my wish.”

“Then what is?”

“Well, I would like my future marriage to include orgasms that I don’t have to give myself.”

“I’ll drink to that,” Bailey decided, and did.

“And since the theme for our birthday wishes this year is sex—”

Chloe frowned. “Is it?”

“Your birthday wish was a threesome, and Bailey’s was a gang bang.”

Bailey let out a lusty sigh. “Yeah, it was.”

“So it kind of feels like ‘sex’ is the theme,” Gwen finished.

“Actually, ‘sexual adventure’ is probably more accurate,” Bailey mused. “But I see how you’d vanilla that down to just ‘sex’.”

Well used to the vanilla jibes, Gwen ignored her. “So in the interest of one day having a happy, healthy, sexually fulfilling marriage—”

“Which you absolutely deserve,” Chloe said firmly.

“I’ll drink to that, too,” Bailey said.

“You’re going to run out of champagne before she gets to her wish,” Chloe warned.

“Get to your wish before I run out of champagne, Gwen.”

Gwen scooped up the bottle and passed it to Bailey. “My wish is to solve my orgasm problem by finally having one with someone else in the room.”

Bailey paused in refilling her glass. “In the room, or in you?”

“Jesus, Bailey.”

“Hey, I’m just trying to clarify. ‘In the room’ covers a lot of ground. Voyeurism, exhibitionism, mutual masturbation, which can be very hot—”

Gwen threw up her hands. “In me or on me, okay? Whether it’s a penis, tongue, or fingers, I want an orgasm with a man touching some part of my vagina and/or vulva in some way. Is that clear enough?”

“Yes.” Bailey gave a regal nod. “Thank you.”

“You’re welcome.” Gwen huffed out a breath. “Where was I?”

“Penis, tongue or fingers,” Chloe said helpfully and snagged the bottle from Bailey.

“Right. But as we’ve discussed, my brain gets in the way. So I have to take it offline. So to speak.”

“Okay, but, how are you going to do that?” Chloe wanted to know. “Because you like, need your brain.”

“Hypnosis?” Bailey suggested.

“Considered and rejected,” Gwen said with a grimace. “Too creepy.”

“Unconsciousness?” Chloe ventured.

“Jesus, Chloe.” Bailey shook her head. “Talk about creepy.”

“I just kidding,” Chloe muttered. “Anyway, you said booze and drugs don’t work, so what’s left? Sex therapy? That’s a thing, right?”

“Yes, but also creepy. And expensive and not covered by insurance.”

“American healthcare sucks,” Bailey declared.

“I’ll drink to that,” Chloe agreed.

“I can’t think what else you could try,” Bailey said.

“I’d say lay off the champagne, but I can’t think of anything either,” Chloe admitted.

“There’s one thing.” When both her friends turned to look at her, Gwen took a deep breath and set her half-finished sundae down. “BDSM.”
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