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  Kane


  MY BARTENDER STARED A SECOND too long at a woman’s big tits and the drink he was pouring overflowed onto the bar. He found a towel under the counter, wiped the spill up and then handed the drink to a waitress, sloshing more liquid out of the glass on the way. She glared at him and I made my move.


  “You’re the worst fuckin’ excuse for a bartender I’ve ever seen,” I snapped at him. “Who the fuck hired you?”


  “Uh . . . Mr. Winters did.” His eyes widened with fear as he looked up at me. I was used to this reaction.


  “Figures. He’s too damn soft. You pour about as smooth as a teenage kid jerks off,” I growled. “Get the fuck outta my sight and don’t come back.”


  He ducked and ran. I pushed through the group of servers and customers and got behind the bar. Orders were shouted at me as I poured, mixed and shook my way into catching up the backlog.


  At Six, the club I was part owner of, we served light food, but drinks were our main fare. And at a place with a line down our New York City block every night of the week, we couldn’t afford to hire shitty bartenders.


  By the time I was caught up and one of the servers came back to relieve me behind the bar, I had a line of sweat across my brow. I wiped the sleeve of my white t-shirt across it and stormed across the floor of the club.


  The good thing about being me was not even having to say excuse me. When people saw me coming, they fucking moved. As the crowd on the dance floor parted, I made my way through and headed upstairs to Jeff’s office.


  I pushed open the door, yelling at Jeff before I’d even entered the room. “Where the fuck did you find that bartend—”


  Jeff’s dick flopped out of the mouth of the woman on her knees in front of him as she gave me a surprised look. Jeff scowled at me.


  “Jesus, Kane, you heard of knocking?” he barked.


  I glared at him. “You heard of not getting head from a waitress when we’ve got a full house down there?”


  Amanda bowed her head and scooted back. Jeff, who was leaning against the edge of his desk with his suit pants around his ankles, wove a hand into her hair and eased her back toward him.


  “Come back later, Kane,” he said. “I’ll be able to give you my full attention then.”


  “No need. I just fired that piece of shit bartender you hired.”


  “Again? Dammit, that’s the third one in a month.”


  “Third one who sucked ass. And I didn’t fire the first one, she quit.”


  “After you said Helen Keller could pour better than her.”


  I stared at the dark wood door frame of his office and shrugged. “Truth hurts, man. I’m gonna walk the grounds.”


  “Just don’t fire any bouncers. We need all of ‘em for that private party this weekend.” He groaned and I looked over. Amanda was already back to bobbing up and down his rod.


  I sighed and headed back to the stairway. Sure as hell wasn’t the first time I’d seen Jeff get a blowjob. We’d been friends for almost ten years, and we’d had some wild times before settling down in New York to open Six with four silent partners.


  And now, almost a year in, the club was my life. I was here at two every afternoon to prepare for open and head up a floor meeting for the staff. Rarely did I leave before three AM.


  This place was my only shot. I had to give it my all in order to sleep at night. Or in my case, in the morning when I dragged my ass in from work. I didn’t drink, so it was never that I was hungover. The long hours of overseeing club operations seven days a week just got to me sometimes. Jeff saw to the books and HR, and I took care of everything that went down on the floor.


  “Kane,” a male voice called as I got to the bottom of the stairs that led to the main level of Six. One of our hosts, Dominic, was rushing toward me. “That private party in the suite upstairs brought in some packaged alcohol. What should I do?”


  “Kick em’ out.”


  “Yeah, but it’s—”


  “I don’t give a fuck if it’s the president.” I looked down at him. “It’s in the contract they signed. No outside alcohol. You need me to do it?”


  He shook his head. “No, sir. I can handle it.”


  I nodded my approval. Dominic was a college student who busted his ass here and pulled good grades. He was a good kid. Funny how I saw him as a kid when he was twenty-two and I was thirty-four. But I’d lived a hell of a lot in my years on this Earth. A little too much at times.


  My next stop was the kitchen, where I watched the staff silently from a corner. I made sure the food was leaving the shelf and heading to customers table shortly after being plated. We only served light food to most of our customers. Those in our VIP rooms could get anything their rich little hearts desired, though, whether it was a perfectly grilled steak or a bowl of Fruity Pebbles. We went out of our way to make Six a cut above the rest.


  The sound of muffled, angry male voices caught my ear and I turned for the kitchen’s swinging door. I’d just gotten it open when I heard glass shattering. Motherfucker. I wasn’t about to allow a bar fight in my upscale club.


  A crowd was clustered around a table near the bar and I pushed my way through. A couple of frat boys were throwing punches at each other and a third one held a broken beer bottle up, trying to hold off two more pimpled brats.


  “Gimme that, you pussy,” I muttered, pulling the broken bottle out of the guy’s trembling hand.


  I put it on the table and grabbed each of the two fighters by the collars of their shirts.


  “Get your asses out of here,” I said as I dragged them toward the door. “Go spend your lunch money getting wasted somewhere else.”


  Two of my bouncers, Cecil and Dan, approached. They each took one punk and finished dragging them to the door. I looked back and saw that another bouncer was sweeping the broken glass into a dustpan.


  With that fire out, I decided to patrol the outside of the building. If nothing else, I needed some fresh air. Wiping the asses of adults all the time was fucking exhausting.
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  Vivian


  Eric raised his glass in the air and smiled, his eyes full of meaning as they met mine.


  “To new beginnings,” he murmured.


  He clinked his glass against mine and raised it to his lips, tossing back a big drink of the amber liquid. I sipped my wine, my heart hammering in my chest. I had a very good feeling about him.


  Could it really happen so quickly? This blind date was about the hundredth I’d gone on since accepting a job at a family law firm in New York City. I usually knew right away whether I’d met someone who’d make a good friend or someone who I should draft up a restraining order for at the end of the date.


  Never had I met a man I could see a second, third and fourth date with. Until now.


  Eric Masterson checked every box on my list for the perfect man. He was a good listener with a great sense of humor, had a great career as a stock broker and was very easy on the eyes. With dark, close-cropped hair, an athletic build and warm brown eyes, he’d drawn a second look from the women at the table next to us when we’d arrived. For the first time since arriving in the Big Apple ten months ago, I actually hoped for a goodnight kiss at the end of a date.


  “So, Vivian,” Eric started.


  “Viv,” I reminded him. “My friends call me Viv.”


  “I’m hoping to be more than a friend.”


  I felt a goofy grin spreading across my face. “Well, you’re off to a great start.”


  “Another drink?”


  I sighed and looked at my watch. “I wish I could, but I have an early hearing.”


  I liked setting up dates for Thursday nights so I could beg off in the name of work when I needed to, but in this case, it was because I actually had to. It was after eleven, and my alarm relentlessly sounded at six every weekday.


  Eric’s face fell. “Oh. I thought—”


  “I really do have to get up early,” I said, putting a hand on top of his on the table. “Can we get together again sometime soon?”


  His expression brightened. “Yeah? How soon? Wanna share a cab?”


  “Sure. If we’re going in the same direction.”


  He signed the check and tucked his credit card back inside his wallet. “What if we both go in the direction of my place?”


  I bit the inside of my lip, forcing myself not to let my defeat show. He thought he was getting laid tonight. That explained his enthusiasm.


  Dating was the worst. THE. WORST. I needed to take a month off of it and watch chick flicks and eat takeout in my pajamas. I was persistent and damned if I was a quitter. People at work even called me tenacious. But dating required a streak of masochism and I was over it. For now, anyway.


  “I think I live in the other direction,” I said, getting up from the table. “Thanks for a nice evening, Eric.”


  I didn’t even have to turn around to know he was behind me, pushing his way past people to catch up. I’d just pushed open the front door to leave when I felt a hand grabbing my wrist.


  “Vivian, don’t go.”


  I glared at him and pulled away. “I have to work in the morning. I need to get home.”


  The cool spring air on my face was a welcome change from the stuffiness of the crowded club. I headed for the curb to hail a cab.


  “What the hell just happened?” Eric demanded from behind me.


  I turned. His easy smile was gone. Now his expression was pissed.


  “I’m looking for more than just sex,” I said, crossing my arms. “I thought you knew that when we set up this date.”


  “Yeah, well . . . maybe you shouldn’t have flirted so hot and heavy over dinner, then.”


  I felt my eyes bulge with indignation. Stepping away from the curb, I approached Eric and pointed at his chest.


  “I did no such thing, you asshole.”


  He rolled his eyes and smirked at me. “Please, Vivian. The skirt? The way you licked your lips and played with your hair?”


  My anger grew stronger, clouding my better judgment. I grimaced at Eric with disgust and took another step toward him. “What? Seriously? Because I’m wearing a skirt? I’m a twenty-eight-year old woman with a pretty decent vocabulary. If I wanted you to fuck me, I would have said, ‘Fuck me, Eric’. Instead, I’m saying fuck you.”


  I rarely lost my cool, but the all too prevalent male mindset that a woman in a skirt was desperate to be bedded was just too infuriating to be ignored.


  “You’re hot when you’re angry,” Eric said, wiggling his brows at me.


  I rolled my eyes. He wasn’t worth my time. I was turning back toward the curb when he reached out and pulled my cell phone from my hand.


  “What’ve we got here?” he said, holding it up and out of my reach.


  “Give me my phone.”


  He backed up several steps and I followed. I’d been very wrong about this guy. As he reached the corner of the Six building, Eric gave me a look that was supposed to be playful and disappeared into the alley.


  I took a breath, reminding myself to keep cool. I couldn’t afford an involvement in an altercation that could jeopardize my job. But that was my phone and he was an asshole, and I wasn’t about to get trampled this way.


  “Eric,” I said, my voice icy as I entered the alley, “give me my phone or I’m calling the cops.”


  My breath whooshed from my lungs and my back hit the brick wall.


  “You’re a cocktease.” Eric’s breath was hot on my face. He clamped a hand over my mouth and shoved a knee up between my legs.


  My blood ran cold at the unwelcome contact. The phone suddenly seemed like a very stupid reason to follow an unknown man into a dark alley.


  “Who’s an asshole now?” Eric’s expression was amused and angry at the same time.


  I screamed, even though his hand muffled the sound. As I flailed, I realized my feet weren’t even on the ground anymore. He held me against the wall with his knee between my legs and his weight in front of me.


  This was a nightmare. The front door of Six was maybe a hundred and fifty feet away, but it might as well have been a hundred and fifty miles. I was helpless and alone in a dark alley with a man who looked like he was just beginning to amuse himself with me.


  He pulled roughly on the fabric of my shirt and I felt buttons strain and then pop off. In an instant, his hand left my mouth and wrapped around my throat.


  “If you scream, I’ll choke you,” he said in a low tone.


  “You’re a fucking psycho.” My voice wavered, betraying my panic.


  Eric pressed on my throat and I felt my airway constricting.


  “Say it,” he ground out. “Say ‘fuck me, Eric’.”


  “No.” My refusal came out as a whimper and I felt the pressure on my throat increasing.


  Terror washed over me like a tidal wave. I was going to get raped and possibly murdered in this alley. In a split second, I realized I didn’t appreciate what I had. My parents loved me, I had good friends and I was kicking ass at an amazing job. I’d wasted it by worrying about whether I’d be the next of my friends to get married or not.


  Eric was working his hand under my skirt when suddenly, mercifully, the pressure on my throat subsided. I dropped to the ground and gasped in air. Had he changed his mind?


  “The fuck’s your problem, douchebag?” a deep male voice growled. Eric’s body hit the ground like a sack of bricks and I heard a loud thudding sound.


  Eric cried out in pain and curled into a ball. A large man’s burly, built frame bent and leaned over him.


  “I’ll fuck you,” he spat out. “How ‘bout a baseball bat in your ass, motherfucker?”


  I panted and wrapped my arms around myself. I was saved. This man had saved me from a nightmare. He pressed a large, dark boot to Eric’s throat and raised his face to look at me.


  “You okay?”


  I nodded, the lump in my throat preventing me from finding my voice.


  “You want me to spend some more time with him, or you wanna press charges?”


  His gravelly tone made my stomach somersault nervously. I bunched my hands into fists and steeled myself. “Press . . .” I stopped to cough. “Press charges.”


  He nodded and pulled Eric up by his hair, knocking his head against a metal fire escape stairway. Eric groaned and crumpled.


  “Sorry, my hand slipped,” the man said unapologetically, dragging Eric up and out of the alley.


  As soon as we got back inside Six, he shoved Eric into the arms of another burly man and told him to call the police and babysit until they arrived.


  He turned to me then and I took him in, holding my torn shirt closed. He was tall and broad, with a bald head and tattoos snaking out from beneath his white t-shirt and up under the collar. His short facial hair was dark.


  As I studied him, he did the same to me, his hazel eyes steely. Everything about this man was intimidating. At least, it should have been. What I saw was my savior. The man who’d saved me from a horror that would’ve changed me forever, if I’d survived it.


  “You’re . . .” I cleared my throat and tried to ignore the staring onlookers. “Thank you. What’s your name?”


  “Kane.”


  “Thank you, Kane.”


  Tears welled in my eyes and I looked at the floor.


  “Come on,” he said, waving a hand and turning. I clutched the two sides of my shirt and followed him through the darkened club. Lights flashed on the people around me raising glasses in drunken celebrations.


  Kane went down a long, dimly lit hallway and walked through a door. I hesitated for a second, but followed.


  We were in a room with rich, wood paneled walls and a large desk with a single stack of papers on it. It looked like a vacant office.


  After he opened a door, Kane pulled out a big flannel shirt and walked my way. He held it out and I just stared at him.


  “Take it,” he said gruffly.


  I reached out and grabbed it, my other hand still holding my shirt closed.


  “Bathroom’s over there,” he said, pointing at another door on the other side of the room.


  Silently, I walked over to the bathroom and went in. It was a sanitary white space made of marble and limestone. I slipped the shirt on and buttoned it. It covered me to mid-thigh and hung down past my hands. After I’d rolled up the sleeves, I walked out and saw Kane standing next to the desk. His expression was hard to read, but it seemed uncomfortable.


  “Yours?” He held up my cell phone.


  I nodded and he brought it to me, also handing over a pen and paper.


  “Write down your name and number and I’ll have the cops contact you about a statement. You don’t have to stay since I was a witness. Unless you think you need to go to the hospital, I mean.”


  I shook my head. “No, I just want to go home.”


  “Can I offer you a ride?”


  My mouth hung open as I tried to think of a response. Kane had saved me, and I was beyond grateful, but right now I didn’t want a strange man driving me anywhere. I still felt overly exposed.


  “That’s . . . no, you don’t have to . . . I can just catch a cab. You’ve done more than enough already. Thank you again.”


  I wrote my contact information on the pad of paper, and when I looked up, Kane was giving me me a wry look that bordered on a smile.


  “I didn’t mean me. Our driver will take you home.” He walked over to the door and opened it.


  I followed him out a side door to a black SUV. He opened a passenger door and nodded toward the vehicle, encouraging me to get in.


  “Lex, take her home, please,” he said, his clipped tone all business.


  “Yes sir, Mr. Kane,” a voice called from the driver’s seat.


  I climbed in and met his eyes again. “Thanks again, Kane. I mean, Mr. Kane.” I gripped my phone tightly, his unwavering gaze unnerving me. “Thank you.”


  He just nodded and closed the door.


  “Where to, ma’am?” a friendly man’s voice called from the front seat.


  I gave him my address and he headed down the darkened alley. The alley that was now burned into my mind as the place I’d almost lost a piece of myself. And also the place where a strong, compassionate stranger had kept me intact.
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  Vivian


  I STARED OUT THE SMALL window in my office, wishing I had a view of more than a brick wall. Someday I would.


  “Where’d you meet this psycho blind date?” my friend and co-worker Cara demanded.


  I turned toward her. “Donelle’s husband is in the same fantasy football league as Eric.”


  “Nice.” She made no effort to hide her disdain. “Donelle was your college roommate, right?”


  “Yeah.”


  “Well, are you gonna call her ass up and tell her what that asshole did? Maybe send some pics of the marks on your throat?” She motioned for me to hand over my cell phone. “I’ll take some for you.”


  I fiddled with the gauzy scarf around my neck, trying to cover the marks Eric’s hands had left. My boss had told me to stay home for as long as I needed to recover when I told her about what happened. I’d taken one day–yesterday. But this morning I’d decided I needed to get my mind off things and I’d come in. My client meetings had all been rearranged for next week and I was catching up on paperwork.


  “Telling her won’t change anything,” I said. “And I’m tired of talking about it. I had to tell my parents, Susan and you.”


  Cara sighed and sat down in the leather chair in front of my desk. “I know. I’m sorry, Viv. I’m just so pissed at that bastard. If I could get my hands on him—”


  “Kane gave him a dose of his own medicine,” I said softly, smiling.


  “The bouncer from the club, you mean?”


  “I think he’s the head bouncer.”


  “Was he wearing a nametag or something? How do you know his name?” Cara was giving me the sharp cross-examination that had gotten her hired and then promoted at Glen, Travor and Hobbs, our firm.


  “I asked him.”


  She steepled her fingers and rested her chin on them. “Uh-huh. And . . . ?”


  “And nothing,” I said, a little too sharply.


  “Looks like something.”


  “Don’t you have any work to do?”


  She scoffed. “When my best friend was just assaulted in an alley? Hells no, girl.”


  “I just want to forget about it, okay?”


  I rubbed my forehead, wishing it was possible to forget. That night ran through my head morning, noon and night. It wasn’t just Eric I was thinking about, either. I was increasingly finding my thoughts wandering to the man whose cedar-scented flannel shirt was sitting on a chair in my bedroom.


  It had to be because he’d saved me. This was just some sort of knight-in-shining armor complex I was experiencing. Why else would I be fantasizing about Kane? He’d shown no interest in me and more importantly, seemed to be the polar opposite of the men I usually chose.


  “It’s screwed up to be thinking about a guy after the other night,” I said, my voice nearly a whisper as I stared into space.


  “Honey, the only thing that’s screwed up is what that asshole did to you. Don’t you dare make yourself feel like anything you’ve thought or felt since then is wrong.”


  And that was why I loved Cara. She knew when to push and when to reassure.


  “You have time for a Starbucks run?” I asked, standing up and reaching for my purse.


  “Always.”


  “How’s my scarf?”


  I walked around to the front of my desk and Cara rearranged it a little. She fluffed up my long, dark hair a little, too.


  “Perfect,” she said. “Let’s just drop by my office so I can grab a scarf.”


  “You don’t need one. It’s not cold or anything.”


  She arched her brows at me. “It’s badass bitches wear a scarf day, Viv. Now let’s go find me one.”


  “Not the one you used to tie up your personal trainer in bed.”


  She threw her pretty blond head back and laughed. “No, that one’s at the dry cleaners.”


  “Good call.”


  I made not one, but two Starbucks runs during my work day, and also walked down to my favorite café for a long, quiet lunch with a book. By the end of the day, I knew coming back to work had been good for me. The police had come by yesterday to interview me about what happened with Eric and take photos of my neck. I’d follow his court case, but for now I had a sense of closure. It was time to move forward.


  When I got back to my tiny downtown apartment and pushed open the steel front door, the lingering smell of brownies greeted me. I’d forgotten about making them yesterday.


  It was a silly idea. Homemade brownies for the bouncer who’d pulled Eric off of me? It was all I could think of to thank him, because I was pretty sure Hallmark didn’t have a ‘thanks for saving me from sexual assault’ section of greeting cards. But maybe my thanks to him that night was enough.


  I changed into yoga pants and a t-shirt and grabbed the dish of frosted, chocolately goodness from the kitchen counter, flopping into my favorite old living room recliner with it. I could have some of these brownies for dinner and then go to the gym.


  Pulling off the lid, I considered it. But then I decided I should skip the brownies and just go to the gym. I could pick up dinner on the way home. I’d just drop these brownies off at Six on my way.


  Decision made, I laced up my tennis shoes, grabbed my gym bag, purse and the brownies and went downstairs to hail a cab.


  When I walked into the front door of Six after the ten minute cab ride, the after-work crowd was just starting to fill it up. I scanned the room and spotted Kane standing near the bar talking to a group of employees. He still wore the scowl I’d seen the other night.


  My stomach did a flip of uncertainty as I walked toward him. The closer I got, the slower I moved. I was out of place in this hip club, wearing yoga pants and carrying a tray of neatly cut baked goods.


  One of the women in the group of employees clustering around Kane glanced at me as I stopped and waited off to the side. Her expression was confused and I realized I couldn’t do this. Not here, in front of all these people. I could stand in front of the meanest judge in the state and argue beneath his aggravated stare, but not this. Offering brownies baked in my own kitchen made me feel unexpectedly vulnerable.


  I turned toward the door, planning to sneak out undetected by Kane. But I’d hardly even moved when a deep voice called out to me.


  “Vivian?”


  I looked over my shoulder and saw Kane dismissing the group of servers. He walked over to me, brows arched expectantly.


  “What’s up? Do the cops need something else from me?”


  If only. I considered hiding the brownies behind my back.


  “No, it’s, uh . . . no.” I smiled sheepishly. “Actually, I . . . made you these.”


  I thrust the container toward him. He looked down at it and then up and me, his hazel eyes narrowed in confusion.


  “What’s that?”


  “It’s brownies. You know, the frosted kind. The ones that fulfill every chocolate fantasy. Unless you don’t like chocolate. But of course you do. Everyone likes chocolate. Wait, do you like chocolate? Oh, and nuts? Do you like nuts?”


  His scowl deepened as he glanced from side to side to see if anyone was within earshot. “I like nuts. Unless they’re attached to a dude.”


  I let out a single note of nervous laughter, my face warming. “Uh, no. These are just . . . walnuts.”


  He just stared at me.


  “So anyway . . . here. And thanks again for the other night.”


  He ran a hand over his bald scalp. “Yeah, you don’t have to thank me, Vivian.”


  “Viv. My friends call me Viv.”


  A few beats of uncomfortable silence passed before he spoke.


  “You don’t need to make me brownies.”


  A passing server glanced at us with an amused expression. I sighed deeply, still clutching the container.


  “I already did. So, if you can just take them, I’ll be going.”


  He looked at me like the Tupperware container was on fire. Jesus. I was going to have to walk back out of here with it. I’d be scarfing these brownies in horrified embarrassment later tonight.


  “Alright,” I said, an edge in my tone. “I’ll just go.”


  Kane suppressed an eye roll and glared at me. “No, I’ll take ‘em. I just . . .” He reached for the container. “Okay.”


  “If you’re just going to throw them out—”


  “I’m not throwin’ ‘em out. I’m gonna eat these things like a motherfucker.”


  I couldn’t help smiling. “Okay. Well, then. Have a good night.”


  “How’s your neck?” He eyed my collarbone and I suddenly felt self-conscious about the bruises that had darkened and become more prominent there. But it wasn’t like I could wear a scarf to the gym.


  I reached up and brushed my hand over my neck. “Oh, it’s . . . fine. I’m fine.”


  “Cops call you?”


  I nodded. “I have a friend who works for the prosecutor’s office who will let me know when the charges are filed. I’m an attorney.”


  Kane nodded back. Damn, there was an intensity to his eyes. They were framed by dark lashes but still had a calculating edge to them. I felt like he was trying to decide how long he had to be nice to me before he could escape this uncomfortable conversation.


  “So . . . I’m off to the gym,” I said, gesturing at the door.


  “Yeah,” he said gruffly. “Okay.”


  “Bye.”


  He nodded silently. I turned to leave, grateful to be making my exit. It wasn’t tension that existed between us, but awkwardness.


  When I reached the front door, I pushed it open, looking back at Kane over my shoulder one last time. He was still standing in the same spot, staring down at the brownies with an expression of confusion.


  Most people probably bought bouncers a drink to say thanks rather than dropping of a nine by thirteen of brownies. I smiled, deciding that if nothing else, I’d left an impression. And leaving an impression on dark, hulking, scowling Kane gave me a measure of pride.


  It wasn’t like I’d ever see him again, anyway. I jogged over to a waiting cab and slid in, looking forward to the night ahead. A workout, solo dinner and some trash TV were just what I needed.
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  Kane


  I was headed to my office with the dish of brownies when I caught sight of Lex heading across the room toward me, a giant white bag in his hand.


  “Got what you needed, boss,” he said, grinning proudly.


  I glared at him and spoke through gritted teeth. “Get that into my office, you stupid shit. What are you doing parading around here with it?”


  He rolled his eyes. “I’m not parading. I just got back with it.”


  “Look at the side of the bag, dumbass.”


  He looked down at the large bag and read the wording on it. “Oh.”


  “Yeah. To my office. Now.”


  I followed him through the light crowd, my gaze working from side to side. Anyone who made a comment about the bag or the brownies would feel my wrath.


  Once in my office, I closed the door behind us and lit into Lex.


  “Jesus Christ, man, be more discreet next time.”


  “Sorry. It’s not a big deal.”


  “It is to me.” I snatched the bag from his hands and peered inside it.


  “I asked the saleslady what’s the best way to burn five hundred bucks on American Girl shit and she helped me find all this.” Lex was beaming with pride over this accomplishment. “The receipt and change are in there.”


  I grunted my approval and took the bag over to the closet, setting it on the floor and closing the door. Then I pulled out my wallet, peeled off two twenties and passed them to him.


  He put his hands up in refusal. “No need, boss.”


  “Take it.”


  He accepted the money and slid it into his pocket. “Thanks, boss.”


  “Good work. Get your ass back to the car.”


  He grinned and bowed before heading out of my office. Crazy Chinese motherfucker was always bowing. I liked him, though. There were few people I’d trust with the errand he’d just done for me.


  I sat down behind my desk and pulled off the lid of the brownies. The sweet smell of chocolate filled my nostrils. I grabbed a brownie and took a bite.


  It was fucking good. I polished it off in less than a minute. Vivian was gonna make some suit a very lucky man one day. She was gorgeous, could cook and was an attorney.


  But not Eric. That motherfucker could rot. I shook my head as I remembered the way he’d treated Vivian, and also her refusal to play his game. Hell of a woman.


  I got up to get back to the floor, but turned back to my desk before making it to the door. There was an unused filing cabinet behind my desk, and I put the container of brownies in the top drawer. If I brought an employee in here for a talk about how they’d fucked up, the last thing I wanted was them seeing brownies on my desk.


  Also, I didn’t want to share them. Those fuckers were all mine.
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  Vivian


  CARA LOOKED ME OVER AS I checked my makeup in a travel sized mirror, nodding with appreciation.


  “On the prowl, I see?” she quipped.


  “No.” I glared at her. “What, just because I look nice, I must be trying to hook up with a man? How very caveman of you.”


  She rolled her eyes as she applied pale pink lipstick. “I know you, V. You only dress this way and curl your hair when you’re hoping to meet someone.”


  “I’m wearing jeans. And I just have some waves in my hair that are almost gone already. Stop being so suspicious.”


  “Yeah, but you’re wearing heels with the jeans. And I know it actually takes effort to do the whole effortlessly wavy thing with your hair.”


  The cab we were riding in pulled up in front of Six and I handed the driver some money, thanked him and followed Cara onto the sidewalk.


  “The glove does not fit, my friend¸” I said to her. “I’m just here to have some drinks with my best, most paranoid friend. And also return this shirt.”


  I clutched Kane’s flannel shirt in one hand and my bag in the other. Since I was in public, I resisted my urge to press it against my nose and inhale its cedar scent yet again.


  I’d been single for so long that I was extra susceptible to excitement over manly things. Muscles, flannel and stubble actually made me tingly these days. Ten months without sex was a long time for a 28-year-old woman. Especially since that sex hadn’t even been good.


  And in my most honest moments, I admitted to myself that much more than sex was missing from my life. I envied couples I saw holding hands at the farmer’s market. I wanted someone to share life’s ups and downs with, and my efforts to find that someone had only turned up one lousy guy after another.


  Cara poked my shoulder, bringing my attention back into the moment. “I don’t think we’re getting into Six tonight,” she said, sounding defeated.


  I followed her gaze to a line that stretched down the sidewalk. The bouncer at the front door was explaining to someone that they couldn’t get in without a reservation.


  Things didn’t look promising.


  “Let’s go to that new place I was telling you about,” Cara suggested. “The sushi bar. It’s only a couple blocks from here. We can walk.”


  She turned to walk away from the club, but I stopped her. “Wait. Just give me a second.”


  The bouncer at the door was almost as wide and muscled as Kane. He held a hand up as soon as I approached.


  “Sorry, we’re full unless you’ve got a res—”


  “This is Kane’s.” I held the shirt up halfheartedly. “I was hoping to return it. If we can’t get in, can I just—”


  The bouncer’s brows shot up. “Oh. Come on in,” he said, lifting up the hook on the rope that cordoned off the entrance. He called to a woman in a black dress. “Elyse, she’s here to see Kane. You have a table open upstairs?”


  The pretty redhead smiled and extended her arm. “Of course. Right this way.”


  I waved to Cara, who dashed through the opening in the rope and grabbed my arm.


  “Who is this guy, anyway, Viv?” she whispered. “You dropped his name and we not only got in, she’s taking us upstairs.”


  “It’s probably just overflow seating,” I said absently, scanning the room for the burly, tattooed man whose shirt I held.


  “Are you kidding? All the good stuff is upstairs in clubs like this.”


  I met her eyes with a silent question about just what kind of club this was. I wasn’t going to say the words in front of the redhead who was leading us up the open, smooth stone staircase.


  The table we were led to in a small, private room was already set for two. An open door led out to a huge balcony that overlooked the first floor of the club. People were drinking and dancing out there.


  “I’ll let Mr. Kane know you’re here,” the redhead said. “And a server will be here shortly.”


  “No, I’ll go down and find him,” I said, getting up and following her to the door. I turned to Cara. “You don’t mind?”


  She waved a hand. “Course not. I’ll go out there and mingle.”


  I descended the staircase, keeping a hand on the polished marble railing as I scanned the club. The dance floor was filling up fast. But why was I looking there for Kane? Just the thought of him dancing made me break out in a smile.


  After two trips around the first floor, I still hadn’t seen him. I went down the hallway that led to his office and found his door was open just a crack. I leaned against the wall to wait.


  “ . . . better than that,” Kane was saying. “I’ve got no choice but to fire you.”


  “Please,” a female voice pleaded. “It was just a stupid mistake. I’ll pay it back. You can dock my paycheck if you need to.”


  “It’s not about the hundred bucks. You broke my fuckin’ trust, Melanie. I can’t have people working for me who steal.”


  “I wasn’t stealing,” she balked. “I was borrowing it until payday. My rent was overdue and I was about to get evicted.”


  “Taking money out of a cash register is stealing. This ain’t a damn bank, it’s a business.”


  “But—”


  Kane cut her off. “We’re done here. Come get your paycheck Friday. You can keep the money you took.”


  I moved down to the end of the hallway, out of earshot. Less than a minute later, a young blond with a tired expression walked out. She went toward the back of the club, head hung low.


  After a deep, reassuring breath, I walked to the door to Kane’s office and rapped lightly on the frame. When I peeked around the corner, he was at the desk, arms folded, looking lost in thought.


  “Viv,” he said, his brow furrowing in confusion.


  My stomach flipped with excitement at the sound of his deep voice saying my name.


  “Hey. Can I come in?”


  He stood. “Yeah. Yeah, come on in.”


  I gestured at the shirt as I walked across the room to his closet. “Brought this back for you.”


  After pulling open the closet door, I hung it on the same hook I’d seen him take it from when he gave it to me. I couldn’t help doing a one-second scan of the closet’s contents. A leather jacket, a pair of dark boots and . . . an American Girl bag? That one was a surprise, but I didn’t let it register. The closet had the same cedar smell his shirt did, mingled with the sweet scent of cigar smoke.


  “So how’s it going?” I asked, not wanting to leave.


  He shrugged. “Usual. You didn’t have to bring that shirt back.”


  “I don’t mind. My friend Cara came with me. I wasn’t trying to name drop, but when I told the guy at the door that I had your shirt, he let us in and we ended up with a table upstairs.”


  A hint of a smile danced on Kane’s lips. “Good. You guys should order dinner, we’ve got a great chef.”


  “I think Cara wants sushi.”


  Kane arched his brows. “Jim makes kickass sushi.”


  “Really? Okay then, we’ll—”


  “Kane.” A woman in the dark v-neck t-shirt worn by the servers appeared in the doorway. “Sorry to interrupt, but shit just went bad at the bar. A couple customers accused Bryce of shorting them alcohol in their drinks and they really laid into him over it. He started crying and quit.”


  “The fuck?” Kane shook his head in disbelief.


  “I’d take over, but we’re getting slammed out there. No one else knows how to bartend.”


  “Get back out there.” He stood and waved her toward the front of the club. “I’ll be right out.”


  He turned to me. “I have the worst fuckin’ luck with bartenders. You don’t know any good ones, do you?”


  I swallowed hard and grinned, trying to radiate confidence. “Just one. Me.”


  This time he did smile. It was a surprised, no way in hell kind of grin.


  We walked to the door at the same time.


  “You?” he asked, disbelief in his tone.


  “I was a bartender in law school.”


  He leaned on the doorframe. “How do you make a Manhattan?”


  “Canadian whiskey, sweet vermouth and a dash of bitters. A bit of cherry juice if I’ve got it.”


  He gave a slight nod of appreciation.


  “I make the best Lemon Drop you’ve ever had,” I said, enjoying the way he was looking at me.


  He scowled slightly. “Do I look like I drink those?”


  “I guess not,” I conceded, smiling. “But you should try mine. Not a grain of sugar on my hands, either.”


  “So when you’re getting your ass kicked and you’ve got a line four deep at your bar, how do you make a Mojito?”


  “I tell them to order something else.” I crossed my arms. “Ain’t nobody got time for mint-mashing when you’re that busy.”


  “I never should have doubted you,” Kane said, his dark eyes shining with amusement. “You are a bartender. And tonight, I am, too.”


  He left the office and I followed him down the hallway and across the crowded floor of the club. The long, dark wood bar was swarming with angry-looking customers and impatient-looking servers.


  I touched Kane’s arm to get his attention in the noisy room. His skin was warm, his bicep rock hard with muscle. He looked at my fingers on his arm and then at me.


  “Want some help?” I asked.


  He looked at the mob in front of the bar for just a second before nodding. I followed him to the end of the bar, where he lifted the swinging counter and stepped aside for me to enter first.


  “You handle the servers since they bill their own drinks,” he said in my ear. My skin prickled with warm awareness at the feel of his breath on my bare skin.


  The bar was clean and well-stocked. A martini shaker sat abandoned where Bryce had probably left it. Patrons were yelling out orders, but Kane silenced them with a glare.


  “One at a time,” he said, his tone authoritative. The clamor eased up and I turned to the group of several servers at the end of the bar.


  “Just here to help,” I said, washing my hands quickly at the nearby sink. “Who’s up first?”


  I took an order for three Cosmos and four shots, crossing paths with Kane as I went down to make them. He was headed to the sink to wash up before making his first drink.


  Even though it’d been a few years, I fell back into the rhythm quickly. Pouring, measuring and shaking were second nature to me after three years as a bartender. The recipes came back quickly for most of the drinks, and the servers were able to help with the others.


  Kane was a natural bartender. I watched him with every free second I could spare. He kept both hands busy at all times, sometimes working on more than one drink at once.


  I cleared the line of servers in less than fifteen minutes and then backed up Kane, making the more time-intensive drinks for him. I soon realized there was no catching up at Six. The group of thirsty customers just grew as the night got later.


  I’d looked up at the balcony a couple times and caught flashes of Cara’s blond hair. She was dancing. Cara made friends wherever she went. I, on the other hand, had confidence in myself but still felt awkward inserting myself into people’s social circles.


  “Here comes our relief,” Kane said after about an hour. Two men came through the swinging counter and one gave Kane a puzzled look.


  “Shift starts at nine, right?” he asked.


  “Yeah. Bryce quit,” Kane said.


  The man smiled and glanced at me. “Looks like you found a much prettier replacement.”


  “She’s just helping me out,” Kane said gruffly. “Eyes on your bar, Hintz.”


  Kane nodded to the swinging counter and opened it for me. I walked through and headed for the stairs, not sure where else to go. When I stopped near the grand entrance to the second floor, Kane was still next to me.


  “Thanks, Viv,” he said, leaning down to speak in my ear. And again, major tingles. “Let me pay you for helping me out.”


  I shook my head vigorously and tipped my face up to talk in his ear. “It was fun. And last time I was here, you helped me out in a pretty big way.”


  His expression softened from its usual scowl. “At least stay for dinner. Everything’s comped tonight for you and your friend.”


  I leaned back and met his greenish brown eyes. “Will you join us?”


  He must’ve heard me or read my lips, because his face registered surprise. “You want me to have dinner with you?”


  I nodded, realizing I wanted it a lot.


  “Okay,” he said, gesturing toward the stairs. “Lead the way.”


  I went back to our small room, which was somewhat insulated from the noise. It only flowed in from the door that was open to the balcony.


  “If the attorney thing falls through, I’ll hire you as a bartender any day of the week,” Kane said, sounding impressed.


  I laughed. “Well, I’m still seventy grand in the hole for law school, so I’m hoping the attorney thing will work out.”


  “What kind of lawyer are you?”


  “Family law. Divorce and custody cases.”


  His scowl returned. “Sounds depressing as hell.”


  I shrugged. “Not really. It’s rewarding when we can resolve things amicably.”


  I sat down in one chair and Kane took the other.


  “You assume I know the word amicably?” he asked, amused.


  “I do.” I pulled my hair up to get some air on my sweaty neck. “And you do.”


  “You want me to have the temp turned down in here? Every room has its own climate control.”


  “No, I think I’ll cool down now that I’m not moving around so much.”


  A female server with short salt and pepper hair walked in. “Mr. Kane,” she said warmly. “How nice to see you up here. What may I bring the two of you to drink?”


  “Water for me,” he said.


  I cocked my head and considered. “White wine, please. Whatever kind you recommend.”


  “Very good,” she said, nodding at me. “I’m Marla, by the way. Let me know of anything you’d like. Anything at all. We pride ourselves on delivering at Six.” She turned back to Kane. “Would you like to see the chef?”


  He furrowed his brow. “I think we’ve got someone else joining us. Can we get another chair? And we’ll wait for her to order.”


  “Yes, sir. I did bring her some sushi and hot tea earlier.”


  On cue, Cara looked over from her spot on the balcony and danced into our room. “You must be Kane,” she said, her cheeks flushed from dancing. “I’m Cara.”


  “Good to meet you,” he said, nodding. “You hungry?”


  I gave Cara a look that I hoped said please let me have some time alone with him.


  “No, I had some amazing sushi earlier. I’m dancing it off now.” She danced back toward the balcony. “Nice to meet you, though.”


  “Just two, I guess,” Kane said to Marla. “What are the specials?”


  She rattled off a few things and then Kane looked at me expectantly.


  “The pan-seared grouper you mentioned,” I said. “That sounds really good.”


  “It’s delicious,” Marla assured me, turning to Kane.


  “New York strip,” he said. “Jim knows how I like it.”


  “Yes, sir.” Marla smiled at both of us and disappeared from the room in an instant.


  “You’re not still dating that douchebag from last weekend, are you?” Kane leaned back in his chair and crossed his arms over his chest.


  My mouth dropped open in surprise. “No. God, no. That was a blind date gone wrong.”


  “You pressed charges?”


  “Of course I did.”


  He nodded with approval.


  “Are you a bouncer here?” I asked, my curiosity getting the better of me. If he was, bouncers at this club were treated like royalty.


  “Naw, I’m not a bouncer. I’m a little of everything, I guess. I’m part owner.”


  I nodded with realization. “Of course. Makes sense. And your name . . . is Kane your first name or your last name?”


  He made a grunting sound. “It’s my last name, but everyone calls me Kane.”


  “So you’re like Shakira? Madonna?”


  “Yeah, I’m exactly like them,” he said with a wry smile.


  We talked about my work and the ins and outs of owning a club, and it seemed like no time until our food was brought in. My grouper was served with some kind of garlicky, cheesy potatoes that melted in my mouth and sautéed asparagus.


  “This is amazing,” I said after finishing a bite, gesturing at my plate. “It’s really good.”


  Kane nodded, eating his steak and baked potato in silence. I used the opportunity to study the lines of his biceps and chest in his black t-shirt. He was broad. All muscle. On his arms, his tattoos were works of art, coasting in and out of the ridged lines.


  We’d almost finished eating when a hulking black man whose bald head matched Kane’s came into the room.


  “What’s up, Rosie?” Kane asked.


  “Sorry, boss.” His voice was a rich baritone. He glanced back and forth between me and Kane.


  “Rosie, that’s Viv. Viv, John Rose. But everyone calls him Rosie.”


  “Sorry for interrupting, Viv,” Rosie said, turning his attention back to Kane. “It’s ten o’clock.”


  Kane nodded. “Can’t Jeff open it?”


  “He’s off tonight.”


  “That’s right. Lazy bastard. I’ll be right down.”


  Kane stood and met my eyes as Rosie nodded and left the room, barely fitting through the doorway.


  “I have to go open the vault for the deposit,” he said in a low tone. “I’m the only one who can do it.”


  My heart raced as I looked up at him. I had no more excuses to come back here, and I didn’t want this to be it. I was more intrigued by Kane than I’d been by a man in a long time.


  “Thanks for dinner,” I said, standing.


  He turned for the door, looking at me over his shoulder. “Thanks for the bartending help.”


  “Can we go out sometime?” I blurted, my cheeks warming.


  Kane turned around and looked at me, his lips parted with surprise. Several seconds passed. I’d apparently stunned this brawny, hard-edged man into total silence.
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  Kane


  IT TOOK ME A FEW seconds to recover from the shock of what Viv had just said. “Uh . . . you’re saying you wanna go out . . . with me?”


  Her cheeks, already a sexy shade of pink, darkened further. “Right. Yes.”


  I was thirty-four years old and had never gone out on a date. The women in my world didn’t expect to be wined and dined. Their desires were much more . . . primal.


  “But . . .” I wrapped my hand around the back of my neck and exhaled deeply. I didn’t know what else to say. Had she seen me? Did I really look like the kind of guy who rang women’s doorbells with a bouquet in hand?


  “You’re already seeing someone.” She looked at the floor like she wanted to sink into it.


  Fuck. I hated doing this to her. She was a strong, beautiful woman. Not to mention smart and sexy as hell. How could I tell her it wasn’t her, but me, who was the problem?


  “No,” I said, more adamantly than I meant to. She looked up and met my gaze, hope glistening in her big, hazel eyes.


  Another few awkward seconds passed.


  “It’s fine,” she said, reaching for her bag. “Honestly. Don’t worry about it.”


  I couldn’t do this to her. Viv was a woman who deserved better than to put herself out there and feel rejected in any way.


  “Yeah,” I said. “Yeah, we can definitely go out.”


  Her eyes found mine again. And damn, did she have pretty eyes. “Are you sure?”


  “Very sure.” I pulled my cell phone from my pocket. “Can I have your number?”


  Her shoulders sank with an exhale of relief. How in the hell had I managed to draw the interest of a woman like this? She was stunning. I’d watched guys checking her out at the bar. And how could they not? She was tall, with curves in all the right places, gorgeous eyes, dark waves begging to be pulled just hard enough and a smile that lit the whole goddamned room.


  She recited her number and I typed it into my phone.


  “I’ll call you,” I said. “Is next weekend okay?”


  She nodded, looking like she was trying to hold back a smile. Damn, was I in deep shit. A woman like her deserved a real date, and I didn’t have a fucking clue how to plan one. I had some recon to do.


  Another thing I had no idea how to do was say goodbye to her. I ended up nodding and giving her a half wave before leaving the room.


  Smooth, Kane. Really fucking smooth.


  I went downstairs, looking out over the full house on the first floor on my way. I’d been concerned that the novelty of this place would wear off after a few months. Jeff said it wouldn’t, and he’d been right so far.


  The strength of this business had to hold up. We were making great money and I was saving and reinvesting, but this was all I had. A guy with a past like mine wasn’t gonna get hired at a regular job.


  I opened the vault for the deposit and then locked it back up. I was overdue for rounds of all the areas of the club, so that was up next.


  I was about to head back to the kitchen when I saw Rosie. He was standing off to the side of the main floor, just watching.


  “What’s goin’ on in here tonight, Rosie?” I asked, standing against the wall next to him.


  “Pretty quiet, boss.”


  I nodded. Rosie was often a man of few words. It was one of the reasons we got along so well.


  “So, uh . . .” I cleared my throat and considered how to approach my question. “I’ve got a customer asking about a good spot to take a woman on a date, and you know I don’t know shit about that stuff. What should I tell him?”


  Rosie pressed his lips together as he thought about it. “That steakhouse on the Upper West side’s supposed to be good. It’s on 70th, I think. Or I know of some good French places.”


  I scowled. “I don’t think this guy’s into French food. And the steakhouse . . . he could wear regular clothes there, right?”


  “If he’s goin’ on a date, dude needs to at least wear a shirt with a collar and nice pants.”


  “It’s so damn hard to find dress shirts that fit,” I said, groaning. “He’s big, like us.”


  “Tell him to have some made. I know a real good tailor.”


  I grunted my agreement. “And what about after dinner? Is that it? Does he take her home after that?”


  “If she’s a ho.”


  My eyes widened in horror. “No. No, she’s not a ho.”


  “Then he should take her out dancing or for a carriage ride or for a walk. Maybe to a movie.”


  I nodded. “Okay, I’ll let him know. Thanks, man.”


  My gaze was drawn to the stairway, where Viv and her friend were walking down arm in arm. Viv turned to the blond with a wide, dazzling smile and my pulse sped up. I felt a sudden, burning desire for her to smile that way at me, which probably made me an epic pussy.


  I had shit to do to get ready for this date, and I wanted to get everything right. I had to go to the tailor for a shirt, get my short beard trimmed up by a barber and make a reservation at the steakhouse Rosie had recommended.


  Viv’s gaze washed over the crowd as she neared the door. Was she looking for me? I hoped like hell she was. She’d soon realize she was way out of my league, but until then, I’d soak up the feeling of a woman like her looking at me like I was something besides a thug. Like I was better than I really was. It felt damned good.
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  I was sitting down to eat dinner in my office Tuesday night when I figured I’d get my phone call to Viv out of the way so I could stop worrying do damn much about it. I’d turned into a pimply kid with a crush, but thank fuck no one but me knew it.


  “Hello?” she said, her tone all-business.


  “Viv. Hey, it’s Kane.”


  “Hi,” she said, her voice warm and silky now. “How are you?”


  “Not bad. How bout you?”


  She sighed lightly. “I’m good. Just got home from the gym. I’m making ramen noodles.”


  “Ramen noodles?” I wrinkled my face in disgust. “That shit’s not even edible.”


  “Old habits die hard,” she said, a smile in her tone. “I was so broke through college and law school that I actually started to like this stuff.”


  “Well, I’m planning something better for this weekend. Is Friday night good for you?”


  “Perfect. Should I meet you somewhere?”


  “No, I’ll pick you up . . . if that’s okay.”


  I’d realized halfway through my sentence that she might not want me to know where she lived.


  “That’d be great,” she said. “I’ll text you my address.”


  “Okay. Dinner reservation’s at seven, so pick you up at six-thirty?”


  There was a pause on the other end of the line before she spoke. “We don’t have to go anywhere fancy, you know. I’m good with pizza or burgers if you’d rather.”


  Aggravation flared inside me. Did she assume I only liked to eat at dives that matched my rough appearance?


  “I already booked us at Emerson’s,” I said gruffly.


  “Okay, that sounds great. I insist on splitting the check, though, since going out was my idea.”


  I held the phone away from my ear as I rolled my eyes. What I really wanted to do was beat the goddamned thing against my desk.


  “Like hell,” I ground out. “It’s a date, Vivian, so I’m paying. Don’t worry, I’m not broke or anything.”


  “I never said–” She interrupted herself. “Wait, Vivian? Am I in trouble or something?”


  Her amusement exasperated the fuck out of me.


  “You’re damn close, woman. You wanna be wined and dined or not?”


  She gave a low hum that sounded a lot like satisfaction. My cock stirred to life from the sound.


  “By you?” she said. “I most definitely do.”


  “I’ll see you Friday, Viv.”


  “I’ll be waiting.”
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  I pulled on the collar of my shirt and grunted. This fucking thing was about to strangle me. I hadn’t worn a dress shirt since I was a kid, and this was why.


  And a tie? I’d never worn one before tonight. It had taken more than an hour and four different Youtube videos to get the damn thing tied.


  Stopping at Viv’s door, I took in a deep breath and let it out.


  Game face, Kane. It’s only a date.


  I reached up and knocked high on the deep purple steel door, avoiding the flowery wreath hanging on it.


  She opened it and I swallowed hard. That smile. It made me feel something I couldn’t quite wrap my mind around. And her outfit had me shifting my hips in an effort to discreetly adjust myself. She wore a fitted black dress that skimmed over all her curves just right and bright red heels.


  “Hey,” she said, stepping aside so I could walk in.


  “Wow. You look . . .” Fucking hot. Sexy as hell. But I couldn’t say those things to her. “ . . . really good.”


  “Thank you.”


  She picked up a red fabric thing and her purse from a chair.


  “Ready?” I asked.


  “Yeah. Can you . . . ?” She handed me the red thing and turned around, lifting up her hair.


  Oh, hell. Her neck was smooth and creamy. I fought an urge to reach out and touch it. I wanted to wrap one hand around the back of her neck, reach around her waist and just take her in. Slide my hand up into that long, dark hair and pull her back flush against my front. Let her feel how hard she’d made me.


  “Uh . . . I don’t . . . what’s this?”


  She looked over her shoulder at me and smiled. “It’s a wrap. Kind of like a light sweater thing. Will you wrap it around my shoulders?”


  “Oh. Yeah.”


  I opened the wrap and spread it out over her shoulders. My hand brushed across one of her boobs and she stiffened.


  “Fuck. Sorry.”


  She laughed lightly. “You’re fine. Thanks.”


  When she turned to face me, I watched her fingers as she fastened a button on the wrap. Red nails, too.


  Those hands would look fucking hot wrapped around my cock.


  “You look really good yourself,” she said, her gaze moving up and down me.


  “Uh . . . thanks.”


  I opened the door and held it for her as she walked through. At least I’d gotten one thing right.


  The club’s Town Car was parked in front of her brownstone. I’d been planning to open her car door, too, but Len was already standing there. He held on to the door and grinned at Viv.


  She said hi to him and slid in. As soon as he closed her door, I shook my head and gave him a look.


  “The fuck are you looking at her like that for?” I whispered. “It’s creepy.”


  “Sorry,” he whispered back. “I’m just happy you’re going on a date. She’s beautiful.”


  “Len, keep your eyes on the road and for fuck’s sake don’t let on that this is the first date I’ve ever been on.” Now my whisper was more like a hiss. Why hadn’t I covered this shit with him before we got here?


  His eyes widened with surprise. “Ever? First date ever, boss?”


  I glared at him and leaned closer. “It’s gonna be over before it starts if you keep this up. Just drive the car, alright?”


  “Yes, boss.” His expression turned serious and he ran around the car to open my door. I’d told him no less than fifty times that he didn’t need to open my door, but every damn time, he did it anyway.


  I went to get in the car and caught a final glimpse of Len, who was giving me a covert thumbs-up. I couldn’t help it, I smiled.


  “What?” Viv smiled from her seat next to me.


  “Len.” I shook my head. “So are you hungry?”


  “I am. I didn’t have much time for lunch today.”


  “You didn’t eat ramen noodles, did you?”


  She laughed. “No, I had a milkshake at the mall. I was shopping . . . for these shoes, actually.”


  I liked that she’d bought new shoes for our date. And the pink flush of her cheeks when she’d admitted it just now . . . yeah, I liked that a lot.


  “They look good,” I said as Len pulled into traffic. “I had to go shopping for this shirt and tie.”


  “You did well.” She turned to face me. “Were you off work all day?”


  “Yeah, but I stopped in earlier to get things going for the night.”


  “Have you found a new bartender yet?”


  I sighed deeply. “No. I’m trying to steal one away from another club. We’ve got a meeting set up next week.”


  We made more small talk about our jobs until we got to Emerson’s. Len was all business when he opened our doors this time. I nodded at him and he got back in the car and headed for the club. He’d drive our VIP customers until I texted him to come pick us up.


  The restaurant had tall, dark wood double doors. I held one open for Viv and she rewarded me with a smile. Her bright, warm smile had the opposite effect of her heels and nails. It made me feel soft inside. I looked at her sexy shoes again until the feeling passed.


  “Mr. Kane.” A man in a suit came toward us, his hand extended to me. “We’re thrilled you’re here.”


  “Thanks,” I said shortly, shaking his hand. His grip was unimpressive.


  “Right this way.” He led us into the dining room, talking to me over his shoulder. “I hear Six is doing extremely well.”


  “Business has been good,” I confirmed, wondering how he knew I was an owner of the club. I’d only given my name when I made the dinner reservation.


  He pulled out Viv’s chair for her and handed us both wine lists. Viv and I looked at each other across the table. I couldn’t hear a word this guy was saying. Nothing was getting through but the dance of her blue eyes and the smile tugging up the corners of her lips.


  “Mr. Kane?”


  “Hmm?” I glanced up.


  “Some wine to start?”


  “Oh. Yeah, sure. Whatever you recommend.”


  “Very good, sir.”


  He left and I cleared my throat. “So . . . you’ve been good?”


  “Yes. Busy week at work. How about you?”


  “Yeah.” I shrugged.


  “So are you from New York originally?”


  “Jersey, actually. Came here when I was fourteen. What about you?”


  “I’m from Indianapolis. My parents still live there.”


  A few seconds of silence passed. I wished like hell I was one of those guys who knew how to carry on a long conversation, but it wasn’t my thing.


  Our server brought bread and wine. We both ordered steak and Viv started telling me about what kinds of cases she was working on. I liked watching her talk. Her eyes sparkled when she smiled. She liked keeping her hands busy, whether it was to brush the hair back from her face, tuck it behind her ear or run a fingertip around the edge of her wine glass.


  “Are you nervous?” I asked her.


  Her cheeks flushed and she looked at her lap. “Can you tell?”


  “I’m nervous, too.”


  “You don’t seem like someone who ever gets nervous.”


  “It’s pretty rare,” I admitted.


  “Well, I feel . . . really flattered right now. Is that weird?” She laughed nervously.


  “No, not at all.” I took a sip of wine and coughed. Fuck that shit. It was horrible.


  “Not much for wine?” Viv arched her brows and grinned.


  I shook my head. “Think they’ve got pitchers of beer here?”


  “I bet they do.”


  “I’m kidding. We’ll drink this vile shit if you like it.”


  “Oh, Kane. I really like your honesty.”


  I felt a rush when she said my name like that. Oh, Kane. Damn, Viv, say it again.


  When our food came, we ate in silence, but our eyes continued the dance. I wondered if she saw the lust and fear and hope I was feeling.


  We finished the whole bottle of wine and shared a piece of raspberry cheesecake for dessert. Viv gave me a tentative look as she held the fork up, offering to feed me a bite. I opened my mouth and let her and damn, was it hot.


  Since when did sharing a piece of fucking cheesecake make me hard? Since sharing one with Viv. I’d quickly gone from dismissing her that first night at the club to wanting her bad.


  When we left the steakhouse, we walked downtown for about an hour. Viv slipped her hand into mine and I threaded my fingers through hers. It was the first time in my life I’d held hands with someone. The warm sensation was back. Or it was still there. Hell, I didn’t know. I just knew it was about thirty degrees outside and I wasn’t the least bit cold.


  When Viv yawned, I texted Len to come get us. We were waiting not far from the club, and I got a sudden sense that I didn’t know how to read a woman’s signals on a date. Never going on a date would do that.


  “Are you tired?” I asked. “Bored? Should I have taken you home after dinner?”


  Viv smiled and rubbed a hand over my upper arm. “I’m just a little tired. Not bored at all. I’m having a really good time.”


  I nodded. “Do you want me to let go of your hand?”


  She leaned in, pressing her warm body against mine, and looked up at me. “No. Unless you want to put your arms around me right now. Then you can let go.”


  I unlaced my fingers from hers and wrapped my arms around her waist. She was so soft, the light, sweet scent of her perfume making me want to dip my face against her neck and take in more.


  She had to realize I was new at this. But she didn’t make me feel inadequate. Quite the opposite, in fact.


  We stood like that, not moving, and I watched small strands of her dark hair whip up in the cold night breeze. Her cheeks were pink and her lips were a rosy red. Whether she went out with me again or not, I knew I’d never forget the way she looked right now, staring up at me like I was the only man in the world.


  I was about to kiss her when I saw the Town Car approaching. Len got out but I stopped him. I wanted to open Viv’s door and help her in.


  “How’s it going, Len?” I asked as he pulled away from the curb.


  “Good, boss.” He met my eyes in the rearview mirror. “Good dinner?”


  “Very good.”


  This time my hand found Viv’s and I closed my fingers around hers. The drive back to her place was too short.


  Len gave me an encouraging smile as I left the car. I opened Viv’s car door and walked her up to the door of her brownstone.


  She turned her back to the door and looked up at me, silently encouraging me.


  “I’ve been looking at those lips all night,” I said in a low tone.


  “Hmm.” She smiled and tipped her face up.


  I cupped one of her cheeks and leaned down, vowing to end our first date with the best goddamned kiss of her life.
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  Vivian


  Kane brushed his lips across mine softly. I could tell he was testing the waters to see if I wanted more. Given how strong and domineering I’d seen him be with others, it melted me inside. I parted my lips and slid a hand around the back of his neck, silently giving him the permission he was seeking.


  He wrapped a big, powerful hand around my waist and pulled me against him, his tongue brushing across mine. My heart hammered, the swirl of sensations overwhelming me. The minty taste of him and the solid feel of his hard chest against my soft curves were unexpectedly arousing.


  I’d been with men who were in shape before, but never like this. Kane’s body was rock solid and I felt a sudden, powerful craving to feel the skin and muscle beneath his clothes.


  His lips left mine and I moaned softly, missing the closeness. He pulled back enough for our eyes to meet, leaving his hand locked around my waist.


  I liked what I saw swimming in the depths of his dark eyes. It was hunger–for me, and it matched burn inside me right now.


  “Come inside,” I said, my tone barely a whisper.


  The corners of his lips turned up slightly. “I’m not coming in, Viv.”


  I visibly deflated with disappointment, my shoulders dropping. Kane brought his free hand up to my cheek, brushing his thumb across my cheekbone . . . down to my jaw line . . . over my lips.


  Closing my eyes, I reveled in his gentle touch. For this burly, often gruff man to be caressing me this way made me hot in a way I’d never been. I ran my hands up his chest, the carved lines of muscle turning my breath into shallow pants.


  He cupped my cheek in his hand and brought his mouth back to mine. I moaned again and pressed myself against him, letting my tongue tangle with his in a dance that had my pulse pounding.


  When his hand slid from my waist down to cup my backside, I gasped into his mouth and pressed my fingers into his neck, needing to pull him closer. His lips lift mine but stayed close.


  “Did you enjoy tonight?” he asked, his breath warm on my lips.


  I let out a single note of incredulous laughter. Was he really unsure?


  “Yes. Very much,” I finally said.


  “Me too. Are you free next Friday night?”


  “Yes.”


  “Good. I’ll call you.” He brushed his thumb over my lips one more time before stepping back.


  I held myself in check, not letting out the groan of the frustration I was feeling. Before our date, I’d been interested in Kane. Intrigued. I was long past that now. His dark, calculating gaze and silent detachment held me captive.


  I’d never been out with a man like him. In fact, I always went for his opposite–friendly, warm and eager.


  Kane didn’t wear his warmth on his sleeve. He kept it buried deep inside. And that made seeing it all the more special. That soft brush of his thumb over my lips and his gentle, exploratory kiss had made my panties wetter than any other man ever had by groping me.


  I unlocked my door and pushed it open, glancing over my shoulder in hopes he’d change his mind about coming in.


  “Night, Viv,” he said. His expression was tender and commanding at the same time, telling me to go inside and not tempt him further.


  I glanced at his crotch, unable to help myself. The large bulge resting against his thigh told me he wanted more as much as I did. I tried not to smile, but the urge won out.


  He saw, and a smile crept onto his lips, too.


  “Goodnight,” I said, leaning against the doorframe.


  He held my gaze for one more delicious second and then turned to go. I watched him, my grin getting bigger as he hustled down the steps and into the waiting car. Len clapped him on the shoulder as he slid in and closed the door.


  I pushed my door shut and locked the deadbolt, leaning against it and sighing happily. Next Friday night couldn’t come soon enough.
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  I SCANNED THE EMAILS IN my inbox and sighed. Monday was hitting hard already. I’d answered some emails from home over the weekend, but I still had eleven that I needed my work files to answer.


  After a fortifying sip of my latte, I got started. It took a conscious effort to stop my mind from wandering to the Friday night kiss. I’d been smiling over it all weekend–even when I was cleaning and working out.


  “Look at you,” Cara said, walking into my office and sitting down in a chair in front of the desk. “Smiling on a Monday morning? It has to be because the date went well.”


  “It did.” I met her eyes across my desk and smiled wider.


  “You told me almost nothing in your texts. So start at the beginning and tell me everything.”


  “I would, but I have lots of emails to get out before I go to court.”


  Cara arched a brow, amused. “You want me to leave?”


  “Can we go to lunch later and I’ll tell you then?”


  She stood and shrugged. “Alright.”


  As soon as she closed the door to my office, I went back to the emails. One of my clients had sent me a lengthy message about his ex-wife being ten minutes late to drop off their children Saturday morning. I shook my head as I responded, wondering how he was going to feel about getting billed for this.


  Part of me wished Kane had texted over the weekend, but he didn’t strike me as a cutesy message sender. I grinned as I imagined a text from him. It would say something like how the fuck are you?


  He wasn’t one of those guys who busted ass in the gym to look like a badass; he actually was one. I’d known that the moment I saw him take Eric on in the alley. Kane’s fearlessness was one of the things I liked best about him.


  I forced my attention away from thoughts of his dark, intense gaze and back to my emails. By nine-thirty, they were all caught up and I was on my way to court in a cab. I only had one quick hearing, but I had to wait almost an hour for it.


  The courthouse was full of suited attorneys looking fresh and ready to take the week on. I felt it, too. Hunger was essential to success for new attorneys in New York. Even the established ones at my firm earned their money with long hours.


  Usually I was all about work on Monday mornings. But today my thoughts kept drifting to my intimate dinner with Kane. We could’ve eaten at a crowded McDonald’s and it would’ve felt intimate if he’d looked at me like he did Friday night. He listened when I talked, silently taking me in with that dark chocolate gaze.


  By the time we sat down at a downtown deli for lunch, I was dying to talk to Cara about the date.


  “Were you lying when you said you didn’t sleep with him?” she asked. “You know I won’t think less of you if you did.”


  I lowered my brows at her and finished a bite of my club sandwich. “I wouldn’t lie about it. He kissed me at my door and left.”


  “Huh.”


  “What? Why do you look so surprised? It’s not like I’m a whore or something, Cara.”


  She gave me an apologetic look. “Oh, no. I didn’t mean . . . I’m not surprised because of that.”


  “Then what?”


  She shrugged. “He just seems like that kind of guy.”


  “What do you mean by that?”


  “He seems like a guy who’s looking to get laid after he takes a woman out for dinner.”


  I glared at her, offended on Kane’s behalf. “And you base that on what, exactly? You only met him for a few seconds.”


  “I base it on my inner radar, which is pretty damn accurate. When you meet a guy at a club and he looks like that, he’s usually not looking for anything serious.”


  Cara was sometimes too opinionated. I reminded myself of that, but still, irritation made me continue the conversation.


  “Looks like what? And he’s one of the club owners, by the way.”


  “Oh.”


  “Not that it matters. I would’ve wanted to go out with him even if he was a bouncer.”


  “He just looks . . . rough.” Cara shrugged again. “With the tats and that scowl. You should try to get him in bed, ‘cause I bet he’s amazing.”


  “I’ll keep that in mind,” I said wryly.


  Cara set her sandwich down and gave me a serious look. “Viv, I just don’t want you to get hurt. You’re looking for a husband, and this guy doesn’t seem like your type.”


  “I am not looking for a husband. I’m looking for a relationship.”


  “Which will lead to marriage.”


  “Okay, eventually, yes. But in all the time I’ve been here, I’ve gone on lots of dates and I’ve never felt this way.”


  “You felt this way before that asshole Eric cornered you in the alley.”


  I shook my head. “I thought Eric seemed promising. He checked all my boxes. But Kane . . . he checks none of them. I feel something different with him. It’s like I’m drawn to him for reasons I don’t fully understand yet. I know he’s strong and honest and that means so much more than any of the stuff I thought I wanted in a man.”


  “After one date?”


  “And one alley rescue.”


  Cara furrowed her brow. “Do you think you’ve put him on a pedestal because of that?”


  “I don’t know,” I admitted. “Maybe. I just know that I’ve been looking forward to seeing him again since a few seconds after he left Friday night. It feels really good.”


  “Just be careful.”


  I laughed at her big sister tone. “Don’t worry about me. What about you? What’d you do over the weekend?”


  She shrugged and looked down at her plate. “Just went to the club Friday night.”


  “What club? Six?”


  “Yeah. I met someone there that night with you and we hung out.”


  “Good. Do I get to hear more about it?”


  “Not yet. I don’t want to jinx it.”


  That was unlike Cara. Her innermost secrets usually poured out of her. I said nothing, but my curiosity was piqued.


  We walked back to our office after lunch, the fall breeze blowing our hair and making us button up our wool coats. I loved fall in New York. The bright colors of changing leaves and crisp air signaled time for flannel pajamas and hearty soups.


  “Busy afternoon?” Cara asked me as we rode the elevator up to our floor.


  “Two meetings. Not bad,” I said. “You?”


  She rolled her eyes. “I have my evaluation today.”


  “You’ll get a good one.”


  “I hope. My billable hours are pretty kickass.” She reached for my arm as we stepped off the elevator, her lips parting with interest. “Viv, who is that?”


  A tall, fit man with short dark hair was leaning over the desk of Samantha, one of our paralegals, giving her a smile that was literally making her eyelashes flutter. I was embarrassed for her.


  “That’s my brother,” I said to Cara. “I don’t know what he’s doing here.”


  I approached and Samantha gave me a look that said go away.


  “Grayson,” I said as he turned and hugged me. “Did you do something requiring legal representation?”


  He laughed and squeezed me tighter. “Not today, sis. You got a minute?”


  “Sure.”


  He followed me into my tiny office and I closed the door.


  “Private office,” he said appreciatively. “Nice.”


  “Right. Not quite as nice as yours, I’m betting.”


  Grayson was three years older than me, and I’d followed him to New York after he took off in in his position at an investment banking firm. We didn’t get to spend much time together, but it was nice having a family member close by.


  “So what’s up?” I asked, sitting down in my desk chair.


  “Something’s gotta be up for me to come see my little sister?”


  He was trying for a light tone, but his gaze was darting around my office. He looked nervous, which was very unlike my confident, successful brother.


  “Whatever it is, you can tell me,” I said.


  He let out a deep exhale. “I really hate to ask, but I need to borrow some money.”


  I forced myself not to let my shock show. Grayson made much better money than me. I assumed he was loaded, but apparently not.


  “Okay. How much?”


  Another exhale. “Maybe five hundred?”


  His tone was so hopeful that I reached into my purse immediately and took out my checkbook. “Sure, no problem.”


  “Thanks, Viv. I’ll pay you back soon.”


  “What’s going on, Grayson? Is everything okay?”


  “Oh, yeah.” He waved a hand dismissively. “Just a short-term crunch is all. Made a bad investment.”


  “You’re sure you’re okay?” I tore off the check and passed it across my desk to him.


  “Positive. Hey, wish I could stay, but you’ve probably got work to do, and I need to get back to the office myself.”


  We both stood and he came around the desk to hug me again.


  “Thanks again,” he said, tucking the check into his pocket. “I’ll get you something extra nice for Christmas this year.”


  I groaned skeptically. “You set the bar pretty low last year with that shirt that said ‘you can’t afford me’.”


  “It’s true,” he said, turning his charming smile on me. “You’re too good for almost all the men out there.”


  “I don’t know about that, but thanks for the vote of confidence.”


  “I’ll call you,” he said, waving and heading for my door. It was all I could do not to run after him and pry for more information.


  My afternoon wasn’t consumed by thoughts of my date with Kane, but by worry for my brother. What was this bad investment, and how much had it cost him?


  [image: ]


  Kane


  THE LEMONY SMELL OF DISINFECTANT wafting into the room could only mean one thing–Joe was cleaning the gym. That meant it was early.


  I cracked my eyes to check my bedside alarm clock. Seven-fifteen. I’d only been asleep for three hours. But I slept like shit most of the time anyway.


  I got out of bed and went to the bathroom. Joe would be knocking on my door to clean my place in a few hours. It was a perk of living in the back room of the gym I owned.


  This small space was all I needed, and it saved me a mint on New York rent costs. I’d renovated the storage room into a one-room apartment complete with a small kitchen, table and chairs, couch, TV and king-size bed. The bathroom was the only separate space. I had my own door to get outside and often didn’t even see the guy who rented the gym space and ran it.


  But Joe, I liked to see. He cleaned early, before the gym was open for the day. I pulled on sweats and a t-shirt and went out to the huge open room that housed weights, workout equipment and a boxing ring. Joe was wiping down the weight benches with a wet cloth when he saw me.


  “Morning, Kane.” He nodded and went back to work.


  “Mornin’, Joe. What’s the good word?”


  “My Yankees aren’t in the World Series,” he said, his thin shoulders sagging. “That’s all I know.”


  I sat down at a weight bench and lifted the bar. “Can’t win ‘em all, man.”


  He grunted his disagreement with that sentiment.


  “I went out with someone Friday night,” I said, curling the bar.


  “Oh yeah?” He turned my way, his thick gray brows arched with interest. “Is she pretty?”


  “Beautiful. And smart. She’s got it all going on.”


  “Good. You deserve someone like that.”


  “I don’t know about that.” I set the bar back in its spot and stretched my arms. “And it’s not like I can bring her to my storage room apartment.”


  “Why not?”


  I shrugged. “It’s pretty unimpressive.”


  “Any woman who turns her nose up at your home ain’t worth a shit.” Joe pointed at me. “You remember that, Kane.”


  “I know. It’s not just that. She’s a lawyer. Can you imagine me with a lawyer? One who’s not representing me for something, I mean?” I laughed.


  “Course I can. You’re a businessman.”


  At my single note of amused laughter, he turned a serious glare my way. I sighed and got up, sitting down at another bench. Lifting weights always cleared away a shitty mood.


  I was already feeling the pressure of my upcoming second date with Viv. I’d liked the first one a lot more than I’d expected to.


  Dating was for pretentious fucks; I’d always told myself that. Kinda like wine tasting and antiquing. Not my things. But having Viv across from me at a dark restaurant Friday night had been damn nice. Seeing her all dressed up and happy had made me feel like I’d done something right for once.


  I still couldn’t believe I’d managed to walk away after that kiss. My control had slipped away as I tasted her and felt her soft curves pressed against me. For a second I’d considered her offer to come inside.


  But that would’ve been it. I’d have pressed her against a wall and had my way with her. She was better than that.


  If the guys at the club knew I’d taken a woman to dinner and left after a goodnight kiss, I’d never hear the end of it. I’d just have to make sure they never found out. Even though I’d met Viv at the club, I felt like a different man when I was with her than I did when I was at work.


  She didn’t know about my past and she wasn’t trying to get anything from me. Everyone at the club wanted a piece of me, even though most of them knew better than to fuck with me. If they didn’t know, they learned.


  Most people had wariness in their eyes when they looked at me. Only Jeff, Rosie and Len didn’t. Even Rosie and Len regarded me with a healthy amount of respect.


  But Viv’s eyes were open when they met mine. Bright blue and wide open like an endless ocean. And I wanted more. Needed it, actually. I’d endure as many fittings with the tailor and evenings in fancy restaurants as she’d allow me.


  I wanted more of that look from her. More of her soft inhale as she ran her palm up my chest. More of her wide smile that made my heart jump. More of the body I’d lusted after as I followed her up the stairs to her brownstone and kissed her.


  After I lifted weights and took a shower, I took off so Joe could clean my place without me underfoot. I dragged my ass back to the tailor and ordered more clothes and another pair of shoes. Then I stopped by the club and got the bag with the American Girl stuff in it and took it to the fancy women’s boutique in the same block as the club.


  “Kane.” The owner of the boutique, Vicki, gave me a kiss on each cheek as soon as I walked in. Then she reached around and squeezed my ass. “How are you, darling?”


  “Uh . . . good.”


  I avoided eye contact. Vicki was a cougar and she’d pounce if I gave her a chance to. She was in her late fifties and had been trying to get me in bed since the first time we met.


  “Another . . . package for me?” She licked her lips as she said the word package and I thought about walking back out the door.


  But I couldn’t handle this myself. I put the bag between us to fend off her advance.


  “Yeah. Just like last time. Wrap it all . . . pink or whatever. And ship it to the same address.”


  “Sure thing. Will you come in for some coffee?”


  “Can’t, I’ve got an appointment. Just invoice me at the club.”


  A grin spread across her face. “No charge, sweetie. You can just owe me one.”


  I shook my head. “Bill me.”


  “Fine.” She tucked her platinum blond hair behind her ear and looked me over from head to toe. “Come see me anytime, Kane.”


  “Thanks, Vicki.”


  I left the boutique and caught a cab back home, the lemony smell of Joe’s work greeting me as soon as I opened the steel door that led from an alley into my small home. After another hour of sleep, I showered, dressed and headed into work.


  A buzz of energy circulated through the staff as they gathered for our pre-open meeting. There were no down nights here, even during the week. In New York City, every night was cause for a party to someone.


  My gaze skimmed across staff uniforms, the freshly mopped sealed stone floor and the polished dark wood of the round bar in the center of the club’s main level.


  “Looks good, guys,” I said. “We’ve got a full house upstairs tonight, so I need you sharp and fast.”


  “Did you fire Lizette?” a female voice in the back of the group called.


  “Since when do I discuss something like that at a floor meeting?” I barked at the hidden speaker.


  The low murmur of chatter stopped cold and a couple people turned her way with disdainful expressions.


  “Anyone who thinks they’re being left out of shit that’s their business at this club knows where my office is,” I said. “Now get moving.”


  Everyone scattered to finish last-minute work before open. Cash drawers would be opened and salt and pepper shakers topped off. In about an hour our early after-work crowd would start flowing in.


  For whatever reason, Jeff wanted to go over the club’s financials with me. Our four business partners had gotten reports and he thought I should be knowledgeable about what we were earning and spending. I sat through two hours of boring shit in his office, sighing with relief when he finally told me we were done.


  “We’re tearing it up, Kane. This is exciting stuff. Don’t you care that we’ve more than doubled our projections for profit this quarter?”


  I shrugged. “Yeah, I care. But you could’ve summarized it instead of showing me all those fuckin’ charts and graphs.”


  “I suppose.” Jeff leaned back in his black leather chair and clasped his hands behind his head. “So what’s with you taking Friday night off?”


  “You take a night off every week,” I said, scowling at him. “What’s it to you?”


  “Don’t get me wrong, I’m glad you finally took a night off. You should do it every week. I’m just asking why.”


  “I went out with someone.”


  He gave me an amused grin, brows arched in expectation. “And . . . ?”


  “And what? I need to get down to the floor.”


  “Sit your ass back down and tell me about this woman who convinced you to take a night off. I’m impressed by her already.”


  “Hey, here’s a thought.” I gave him a pointed look. “Maybe if I wanted you to know about her, I’d have mentioned it already.”


  Jeff waved a hand. “You don’t tell anybody anything, motherfucker.”


  “Exactly.” I turned for the door.


  “What’s her name? You going out with her again?”


  “Viv. And yeah.”


  “Good.”


  I opened the door and turned back to him.


  “Hey, I think it’d be good if you were more knowledgeable about the operations of this place. Why don’t you come spend a couple hours with me tonight? Right now I have to make sure the tub full of Jell-O in Chuck Remington’s suite is firm but not too cold and write up one of the servers for being late again.”


  “Uh . . .” Jeff’s eyes widened and slid to the baseball game just starting on the big screen TV mounted across from the desk in his office.


  “Fair’s fuckin’ fair,” I said. “No reason for me to summarize it for you because you should experience it all first hand, you know?”


  He blew out an exasperated breath. “Fine. Give me ten minutes and I’ll be down.”


  I left with a satisfied smirk on my face. I’d teach that bastard not to suck up two hours of my time on boring-ass reports again.


  The club was buzzing with conversation and music and I went down to take a look at the floor. I was about to head for the kitchen when I felt fingertips on my forearm.


  “Kane.”


  It was Sasha . . . something. I couldn’t remember her last name, or maybe I’d never known it.


  “Hey, how’s it going?” I asked over the noise.


  She leaned closer. “Good. I haven’t seen you in so long. Can we talk in your office?”


  I froze. She’d offered to ‘talk in my office’ twice before, and both times it had been code for a fucking amazing blow job. The last time had been more than a month ago, and I’d had a drink with her at the bar after.


  But tonight it didn’t feel right.


  “Sorry, I’m running behind,” I said. “I’ve got work in the kitchen and upstairs.”


  “Later?” She turned her darkly-lined eyes up to me and bit her full, bright pink lower lip.


  “I can’t. Sorry.”


  Her fingers slid away from my arm and she turned to leave. Was I supposed to say something to make her feel better? Like—hey, it’s not you, it’s me? I was no good at that shit. I just left. She was pretty, she’d find another dick to suck.


  One of the hostesses, Drea, found me in the hallway outside the kitchen, her expression telling me she had news I wasn’t gonna like.


  “What’s up?” I asked.


  “Chuck Remington’s not happy with his Jell-O.”


  I glanced at the thick silver watch on my wrist. “The fuck? His reservation isn’t for another hour and fifteen minutes.”


  “He said he wanted to make sure everything was just right.”


  “Christ.” I rolled my eyes. “Let me guess, the Jell-O’s too cold? He mentioned that several times when he made the reservation. I think he’s worried about shrinkage.”


  Drea smiled. “No. It’s strawberry and he wanted cherry.”


  “Are you fuckin’ serious right now?”


  She held her hands out in a would I joke about this kind of gesture?


  “For fuck’s sake, get the guys to change it,” I said, sighing deeply. “Can’t have Chuck screwing his mistress and her friend in strawberry Jell-O instead of cherry.”


  Drea nodded and rushed back down the hallway.


  Had I ever seen myself managing shit like bathtubs of Jell-O for a living? Hell no. But given the numbers Jeff had just gone over with me, I’d gladly spend years doing this. I’d known the club was doing well, but damn. The success of this place allowed me to save money for the one person who meant the most to me, and that was everything. It also meant I could afford to get some tailored suits and take Viv out for a fancy date this weekend, no costs spared. Wine and dine her and soak up a little more of the way she looked at me.


  The way she makes me feel like I’m a better man than I am.


  But what then? Take away the nice suit, and what was I?


  I’d never tried to be anything other than exactly what I was, but if Viv knew the real me, she’d never look at me the same way again.


  I pushed that thought away. No need to ruin a perfectly good date night with a beautiful woman. And if the thought of misleading her for another night pricked at my conscience, I ignored it.


  Why?


  Because I’m a selfish bastard.
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  Viv


  MY HEART RACED AS I crossed my tiny living room to open the front door. When I swung it open, my pulse kicked up even harder. This time Kane didn’t look nervous. Confidence and desire swam in his dark gaze as it swept over me from head to toe and then back up again.


  “Hey. You ready?”


  I nodded, my purse already in hand. I’d been ready for a while now. Since last Friday night, actually.


  After I locked up, Kane took my hand and led me down the stone stairs to the Town Car.


  “You look nice,” he said, opening my door.


  I’d gone more casual tonight, choosing dark skinny jeans, tall brown boots and a forest green blouse. He wore dark brown pants and an off-white dress shirt with the top button undone.


  “You, too,” I said, sliding onto the leather seat.


  “Hi, Len,” I said to Kane’s driver. “How’s it going?”


  “Good.” He met my eyes in the rearview mirror and grinned.


  Kane slid into his seat and closed the door.


  “To Calypso, boss?” Len asked.


  “Yep.”


  I turned to Kane, frowning. “No. Are you serious? That place is super expensive. And I’m wearing jeans.”


  “You look great.”


  I couldn’t hold back my cringe. “We don’t need to go to a place like that. I’m happy with pizza.”


  “We’ll get pizza next time.”


  “But—”


  “Viv.” His brows sank down in an ominous glare. “I had to jump through hoops to get this reservation. We’re goin’ to Calypso and we’re gonna eat the fuck out of all that fancy food.”


  “Okay. Thank you. I don’t know how you pulled it off. One of the partners at my firm has been trying to get in there for a couple months now and it’s always booked solid.”


  He shrugged.


  “What were the hoops?” I asked, curiosity getting the better of me.


  “Well . . . you know we’ll cater to just about any desire in our Sky Suites at the club.”


  I turned to face him. “Sky Suites? Like the room we had dinner in?”


  “Yeah. All the upstairs rooms are called Sky Suites. Some are smaller, some are huge. We rent them by the hour but most people want them for a whole night.”


  A few seconds passed and I arched my brows expectantly. “And?”


  “And the owner of Calypso now has a suite for next weekend.”


  “For . . . ?”


  Kane smiled cryptically. “I never ask clients that. The less I know, the better.”


  “Something tells me you know your fair share.”


  “Can’t help it sometimes. Makes me feel really fuckin’ boring to find out what some people are into.”


  I laughed and gave his shoulder a playful shove. “Now you’re just teasing me. How crazy are we talking?”


  He shrugged again. “I only have three rules: No one underage comes in, no non-consensual sex and animals can’t give consent.”


  “No!” I covered my wide-open mouth with my hand. “Someone tried to bring animals in?”


  “They didn’t just try, they did it. One of my guys found a goat asleep in one of the suites when he went to clean it.”


  “What the hell?”


  He nodded. “Dead serious. It was dressed in lingerie.”


  “Oh my God. That’s not okay.”


  Our eyes met and we both burst out laughing. He took my hand again, sweeping his thumb across my knuckles. It didn’t feel necessary to fill the silence. There was something heavy in the air between us, but it wasn’t awkwardness. It was anticipation.


  Len pulled up near the entrance to Calypso, which had an understated, modern gray exterior. Kane opened my door and waved to Len, who was grinning as he pulled back into traffic.


  “He seems like a very happy guy,” I said.


  Kane wrapped an arm around my shoulders and gave a low chuckle. “Annoyingly so at times.”


  We were nearing the tall wood doors of the restaurant when a sound caught my attention. It was a deep cough that sounded painfully unproductive.


  I looked over both shoulders, turning away from Kane. Squinting in the near-darkness, I made out a figure hunched over in a wheelchair about a hundred feet away.


  “Hang on,” I said to Kane, walking toward the source of the cough.


  I heard him moving behind me. The heels of my boots clicking on the sidewalk made the man in the wheelchair look up as we approached. He wore a ragged stocking cap and was wrapped in a dark blanket. When I looked into his face, I was taken aback by his pale blue eyes. Their vibrant shade seemed out of place on this man with gray whiskers and dark circles beneath his eyes.


  “Are you okay?” I asked, bending down so he could see me without straining to look up.


  “I’m fine,” he said, waving a hand and breaking into another fit of coughing. His voice was raspy and his cough sounded anything but fine. The cold air caused a cloud of breath to form in front of his face as he coughed.


  “Are you cold?” I reached for his blanket so I could tuck it more tightly around him.


  He shook his head weakly and tried to shrug the blanket off. “Hot.”


  “Are you waiting for someone?”


  “I ain’t got nobody. Just sittin’ here ‘cause the cold air helps my lungs.”


  He managed to shake the blanket off and I saw that he had no legs. His form-fitted thermal shirt allowed me to see that he was very thin, other than arms that looked developed from wheeling himself around in the chair.


  “Do you live nearby?” I asked him.


  He chuckled softly. “You could say that. I live wherever I fall asleep at the end of the day.”


  I sighed inwardly, thinking about all the people who had probably passed this very sick man and not even looked his way. Not realizing how fortunate they were as they walked past him that at least they could walk.


  “You need to see a doctor,” I said gently. “That cough is really bad.”


  “Hell with that.” He waved me off. “I don’t want no handouts. I’d take a cough drop if you’ve got one, though.”


  Kane touched my shoulder. “Hey. I’ll give him some money.”


  I turned and looked up at him. “He needs a doctor, though.”


  “We can’t help with that.”


  “Sure we can.”


  He reached into his pocket. “Want me to call an ambulance?”


  “No,” the man said, erupting into another bout of coughing that it hurt me to listen to. He leaned over the edge of the chair, away from us, and spit a mouthful of blood onto the sidewalk.


  “What’s your name?” I asked him.


  “Alan.”


  “Alan, I’m Viv. And I’m going to call a cab and take you to a hospital.”


  “They don’t give a shit about some homeless guy,” he said, giving me a scowl that rivaled one of Kane’s.


  “Stubbornness won’t work on me,” I said, standing up and pressing an app on my phone for a cab company. “Don’t pretend you’d rather stay here than have a warm bed and a hot meal and some help for that cough.”


  Alan said nothing as I called for a cab with the app. I glanced over at Kane, whose expression was unreadable. He looked guarded; cautious.


  I wanted to apologize about dinner, but not in front of Alan. Instead we all waited on the curb in silence.


  The cab was cruising to a stop when I looked up at Kane.


  “You can go grab our table if you want,” I said softly. “I’ll just get him checked in and then meet you here.”


  He shook his head, his expression still stoic.


  I was glad he hadn’t taken me up on the offer, because he lifted Alan in and out of the cab and also folded and unfolded his wheelchair. He even paid the cab driver.


  Alan swatted my hand away when I tried to push him into the open double doors of the nearby hospital’s Emergency Room. I gave Kane an amused glance and walked beside Alan.


  The ER was crowded. Alan told us to leave, but I couldn’t. Something told me he’d just wheel himself right back out if we did. Kane and I sat in plastic chairs across from each other because there weren’t two side by side in the whole room. We were quiet, because it wasn’t possible to talk in this room full of coughing, complaining and crying people.
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  Kane


  This place was full of people, but I could only see one: the blue-eyed beauty across from me.


  Viv was scrolling on her phone, but every couple minutes she’d look up and lock eyes with me. Hot, urgent need for her ran through my veins every time. It didn’t stop, even when she looked at Alan in a nearby chair. When she reached over and patted his knee, it was all I could do to stay in my seat. I wanted to be touching her right now. Showing her how she made me feel since I couldn’t say it with words.


  Sitting across from Viv in this nasty, fluorescent-lit room of illness and misery was reaching me deeper than sitting across from her a fancy restaurant had. Here, I was getting a look at who she really was.


  She was good. Kind. She cared about people. And as much as I admired her, tonight was a reminder that she and I were too different.


  Night and day.


  Dark and light.


  Good and bad.


  My darkness would dim her light if I got too close. Maybe that was part of the attraction. Maybe a person as shitty as me took perverse pleasure in corrupting beauty.


  The closer I got to Viv, the closer I wanted to get. It was never enough, and it wouldn’t be until I’d crushed her. I wasn’t setting out to break her, but that was what I inevitably did.


  She looked up at me again, her ocean blue eyes sparkling as she gave me a small smile. I smiled back. Couldn’t help it. With her, I’d never be able to help myself. I’d have to fight what I wanted and for once in my life, do the right thing.
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  Viv


  More than two hours later, Alan gave us both a gruff thank you as he was being wheeled into an exam room. I led the way outside the Emergency Room doors and took in a deep breath of fresher than inside the ER air. Then I looked over at Kane with an apology in my eyes.


  “We missed dinner,” I said.


  He nodded.


  “I’m sorry.”


  “Don’t be.”


  “Maybe we can get some pizza after all?”


  “Yeah. I’d like that.”


  He texted Len, holding my hand as we waited for him to arrive.


  “I should’ve called Len to bring us here,” he said.


  “I didn’t mean for you to pay for the cab ride. I was planning to get that.”


  Kane shook his head. “Not because of that. I just wasn’t thinking. I don’t want you to think I’m too shitty to take a homeless person somewhere in the club car. I mean, I never have, but . . . I would.”


  “I know that.”


  He exhaled deeply, the cloud in front of his mouth dissipating. “I don’t know. I think I would. I guess I’m not the kind of person who’d take anyone somewhere for nothing.” He looked down at me and squeezed my hand. “I’m not like you. Not good.”


  “Sure you are. Goodness takes many forms.”


  He looked ready to continue arguing when the Town Car pulled into view, ending our conversation.


  Thirty minutes later, we were tucked into a corner booth at a small family-owned pizza joint, waiting for our Supreme with extra cheese to arrive.


  “What’s your first name?” I asked.


  He paused for a second before answering. “Matthew.”


  “No one calls you that, though.”


  He shook his head. “My mom and grandma used to, but that’s about it.”


  “Do you have family nearby?”


  His gaze left mine, flickering down to the table. “My dad took off when I was a kid. Haven’t seen him since. Mom died from cancer when I was twenty-six.”


  “I’m sorry.”


  He shrugged a shoulder but said nothing.


  “Any brothers and sisters?”


  “None I know of. But given my dad’s nature, I wouldn’t be surprised if he left other women high and dry with kids like he did my mom.”


  His dark eyes were steely now, his voice edged with bitterness. This was a bad subject.


  “How many tattoos do you have?” I asked, reaching for another piece of bread.


  A smile touched his lips as he considered. “Five.”


  “Is there a story behind all of them?”


  “Well, yeah. I’ll tell you the stories when you see ‘em.” His grin held interest and mischief. Seeing this side of him made my stomach flutter nervously.


  “Where are the ones I can’t see?”


  “My back and chest. One on my lower hip.”


  I sucked in a breath as I thought about him unfastening his worn jeans and lowering them enough for me to see that hip tattoo. And more.


  “So the one I can see . . .” I pointed at his arm, which had ink swirling from beneath the sleeve of his black t-shirt down to his elbow. “Tell me about that one.”


  His cheeks darkened slightly and he smiled. “That one’s nothin’ to be proud of. I was in my early twenties and was wasted one night. A couple of my buddies and I went into a place and told the guy we wanted some ink. I passed out not long after he started.”


  I couldn’t help the single note of laughter that escaped my lips. “Did you remember it the next day?”


  “Vaguely. I have no memory of picking the design out. I think the guy at the shop had my back on that, ‘cause it could’ve gone really fuckin’ bad.”


  I held his gaze for a few seconds as a warm, heady sensation washed over me. When I was with Kane, I felt a kind of magic I’d never experienced. Seeing his lighter, almost playful side made me feel special to him. And I couldn’t get enough of that feeling.


  “Are you coming in tonight? Back at my place?” I asked hopefully.


  He smiled. “You want me to?”


  “Yes.”


  Our server approached and set down a huge round metal pan of pizza between us. Our eyes stayed locked on each other until she was gone.


  “We could always eat this in the car on the way,” he said.


  “I like that idea.”


  He gestured to our server.


  “Everything okay?” she asked, her brow furrowed as she surveyed the uneaten pizza.


  “It’s great,” Kane said, his eyes still on mine. “Just a carryout box and our check, please.”


  The box of pizza sat unopened on the seat between us as Len drove us back to my place. I felt its warmth beneath my hand as Kane traced my knuckles with his large fingertips.


  He grunted a quick goodbye to Len as we got out of the car at my place.


  “Goodnight, Len,” I said. He smiled and offered me a thumbs up.


  We’d barely gotten through the door when I dropped my purse on a table and turned to Kane. He set the pizza box next to my purse and reached out toward my cheek, cupping it in his palm.


  When he bent his face to mine and kissed me softly, I wrapped my arms around his neck, melting against his solid chest. His fingertips edged up the bottom of my shirt, skimming across my bare skin. I inhaled sharply and eased him toward the couch.


  He got the message, bending and picking me up effortlessly. His big palms squeezed my bottom as he carried me to the couch and set me down. I laid back, moaning softly as he leaned over me and then covered my body with his, his lips returning to mine for a deeper, more insistent kiss.


  “Viv,” he said in a low tone against my mouth. “You make it really fucking hard to be a gentleman.”


  I arched my back and wrapped a leg around his hip, humming a moan against his lips. “You were a gentleman last time. That’s good enough.”


  He buried his face in my neck, the soft scruff of his beard brushing over my skin sending a shiver through me. It never seemed to stop; the touch of his lips and tongue to my neck sent fresh shivers down my spine. There was another one when he squeezed my ass and I felt his thick erection pressing against my core.


  I pulled his shirt loose from his pants in the back and slid my palm beneath it, needing to feel his warm skin and taut muscles. He stiffened and pulled back, looking down at me with a mix of arousal and confusion.


  “Fuck.”


  “What’s wrong?”


  He ran a hand over his short black hair and sat on the edge of the couch, shoulders slumped.


  Still breathing hard, I put my fingertips on my lips, feeling the tingle of his rough kiss and the smooth scratch of his beard. Silence hung thick in the air until finally, he spoke.


  “You don’t want me, Viv. I’m not a good guy.”


  I wrapped my arms around myself. “I do, though. I thought we both wanted it.”


  He turned his dark gaze on me. “Hell yeah I want it. What man doesn’t want to make a good girl be bad?”


  “So, then?”


  Shaking his head, he turned away. “It’s not right. You’re a good person, Viv. You’re the kind of person who helps people up when they’re down. I’m the guy who kicks ‘em in the first place.”


  “No, you’re not.”


  “You don’t know me,” he said sharply. “A couple dates isn’t enough to see what kind of person I am. Don’t be so naïve.”


  I drew back slightly at his harsh words. “You’re the kind of person who saved me from being raped.”


  “That’s what this is about, isn’t it?” He sprang to his feet. “You think I’m some sort of white fuckin’ knight, when really I’m just a guy who doesn’t allow shit at his club.”


  “You would’ve stepped in wherever you saw that happening.”


  He shrugged. “Maybe not.”


  “You tell yourself that, Kane, even though it’s bullshit.” I smoothed out my hair and tucked my legs beneath a blanket, suddenly self-conscious.


  “You just don’t seem to see me, Viv. Everyone else does, so why don’t you? I’m a criminal. An asshole. I’ve hurt people.”


  “I’ve hurt people, too. Haven’t we all?”


  He sighed heavily. “I don’t mean it like that. I’m talking about ruin. Taking things that are good and destroying them. That’s what I do. And I’m not doing it to you.”


  My heart skipped erratically. What was he saying?


  “Kane, I think you just need—”


  He cut me off with a murderous glare. “I need to stop pretending with these fancy clothes and dates with a goddamn lawyer.”


  I felt my expression crumbling. Maybe he was right. Maybe he was an asshole.


  “I like you. And I thought you liked me,” I said, hating the note of desperation in my tone.


  “I do. That’s why I’m leaving.”


  He didn’t even look back. He just opened the door, walked out and slammed it, leaving no doubt.


  I sat on my couch for a long time, staring into nothingness. I didn’t cry. The shock just left me numb, wondering how things had taken such a bad turn so quickly.
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  Kane


  THE KITCHEN STAFF MOVED IN slow motion, laughing and talking as they rotated supplies in the walk-in fridge without the slightest sense of urgency. One guy whose name I could never remember was actually sitting down on an empty, upside-down crate.


  “Take your time, ladies,” I boomed from my viewpoint just outside the open door. “It’s not like we open in an hour and have a shitload of prep work to get done, right?”


  What’s his name sprang to his feet. “Sorry, Mr. Kane.”


  “You’re only sorry you got caught,” I growled. “I pay you above average wages and I expect above average work.”


  “Yes, sir.”


  The group of men worked double time now, silently stacking and organizing.


  “Fuckers,” I muttered as I walked away.


  To say I was in a bad mood was an epic understatement. I was seeking out employees whose asses I could chew. It was the only therapy I could find for my rage. I went to my office, closed the door and sat down in my desk chair, scrubbing my hands over my face. Being an asshole to everyone who had the misfortune of crossing paths with me wasn’t getting me anywhere. It’d been this way for almost two weeks now. Since the moment I’d walked out of Viv’s place after our second date.


  Now I was pissed off at the world and even more pissed off at myself. Why the fuck had I cockblocked myself like that? I wanted her in the worst way, and knowing she wanted me too and I’d turned her down filled me with anger that simmered on the edge of boiling at all times.


  And worse, I’d upset her. She was the first respectable woman to see me as all the man she needed. Not just a good fuck, but someone she actually wanted to be with. And I’d hurt her, walked out and never called.


  Classic Matthew Kane. Ruining things was what I did best.


  My gaze wandered to the photo of a beautiful, smiling little girl on top of a stack of paperwork on my desk. It had come in the mail yesterday and I’d spent so long just staring at it. She had my dark hair and eyes, but the rest of her was nothing like me. She was perfect.


  Seeing my biggest failure was too painful. I turned the photo over and returned it to the stack of paperwork.


  I’d been a fucking idiot to think I could ever change. Tailored shirts and fancy shoes couldn’t change who I was inside–a selfish, miserable fuck who laid waste to goodness and beauty.


  A loud knock sounded on my door.


  “Hey Kane?” It was Felicia, one of the servers.


  “Get out.”


  “But—”


  “Get the fuck out,” I growled.


  She closed the door.


  I was in no state to be around people right now. Too fucking bad I couldn’t escape myself.
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  Viv


  I was deep in thought when Marcus Anderson walked into my office. I unfurrowed my brow and returned his smile. At age thirty-six, he was the youngest partner at my firm. He was also very easy on the eyes, with a tall, athletic build and pale blue eyes with corners that crinkled with laugh lines when he smiled. Cara had been trying to land him for months, though I told her sleeping with a co-worker, and a partner at that, was not a good idea.


  “Viv, am I catching you at a bad time?” Marcus asked. “You look like you’re in the middle of a big decision.”


  I grinned sheepishly. “Sort of. I’m trying to decide if I want these boots in brown or black.”


  He laughed and I closed my laptop screen.


  “Come on in,” I said. “I’m done working for the day and was just winding down before I leave.”


  It was nearly seven PM, which was a respectable time to leave at our firm.


  “Do you have dinner plans?” Marcus asked.


  “Uh . . .”


  His smile widened. “I had a big case come in today and I’m going to need co-counsel. I wanted to discuss it with you.”


  “Me?” I pointed at myself. Lame. But I couldn’t help it. Never had a partner asked me to be co-counsel on a case.


  “Yes.”


  I put my hands in my lap to curtail any more pointing and cleared my throat.


  “Do you mean just discuss the case, or are you considering me as co-counsel? I mean, either way, of course I’m in.”


  “You as co-counsel. You’re doing a great job for us, Viv. I’d like to help you add a feather to your cap.”


  This was just the breakthrough I needed. I’d been wallowing in sadness for almost two weeks, trying not to think of Kane and failing most of the time. With every day that passed without a phone call from him, I sank further into the realization that it was over between us.


  “Thank you, Marcus.” I rose from my chair and walked to my coat rack, taking off my coat. “Discussing the case over dinner sounds great. We could try that new Japanese place Maggie mentioned the other day.”


  “Yeah, I was actually wanting to go to one of my favorite places. It’s a club, but they’ve got amazing food. And it doesn’t really gear up ‘til ten or so. Have you been to Six?”


  My stomach sank but I forced my expression to remain impassive.


  “I have.”


  “Great. Lemme grab my coat and we’ll go catch a cab.”


  He left my office and I cringed at the open doorway. Six was the only place in the entire city I didn’t want to set foot in. But I’d have to put on a brave face and do it anyway. Opportunities like this didn’t come along often.


  I smoothed the front of my dark gray suit and put my coat on. Maybe Kane wouldn’t be there tonight. Or maybe he wouldn’t see me if he was. It was all I could hope for, because if I saw him, I was afraid I’d lose it in front of the partner I was trying to impress.


  Marcus made small talk about football and the upcoming remodel of our office on the ride to the club. When the cab pulled up in front of the club, I eyed the long line skeptically.


  “Maybe we should go somewhere else,” I said, trying not to give away the relief I felt. I was most definitely not dropping Kane’s name this time.


  “Won’t be a problem,” Marcus said, passing some cash to the cab driver.


  I lingered an extra couple seconds in the cab. If Marcus could get past that line, he could probably get upstairs, too.


  The burly guy at the door cracked a small smile when he saw Marcus and clapped him on the shoulder. He stood aside and we walked in.


  I looked at the ground and let my hair swing down to cover my face as we were led to a two-person booth near the bar. Marcus helped me out of my coat and I set it beside me and climbed into the booth.


  He ordered a beer, I ordered a soda. As soon as our waitress had disappeared, Marcus grinned at me from across the table. He took a pen from his pocket and scrawled something on a napkin. When he slid it across the table, I glanced down at it.


  Henley Cartwright


  He was one of Hollywood’s hottest actors. Maybe twenty-five years old and loaded. He was married to one of Hollywood’s most beautiful actresses and they were considered one of the biggest power couples in the industry.


  “That’s our client,” Marcus said, pulling the napkin away and sliding it into an inner pocket of his suit coat.


  My eyes widened, but I said nothing. Our drinks were delivered and I took a sip before speaking.


  “He’s the petitioner, then?”


  “No, she is.”


  “Alright. So the news isn’t out yet, obviously.”


  Marcus nodded. “They both want everything settled and signed prior to their PR person making a statement. They’re both on location for work right now, so we’ve got about a month to get it done.”


  “Got it.”


  My gaze unconsciously wandered around the crowded club, searching for Kane. I missed his gruff voice and its undercurrent of tenderness when we were alone. I still saw the hunger swirling in his eyes that night at my apartment.


  And I was still thoroughly pissed off at him for leaving and not calling. Maybe he wasn’t so different from other men, after all.


  “Viv?”


  “Hmm?” I turned back to Marcus.


  “You looking for someone?”


  I sighed. “I don’t . . . uh . . . sorry. You were saying?”


  “How ‘bout a real drink and some food?” He reached into his leather satchel and pulled out a file. “We can start talking property disbursement and numbers.”


  “Sure.” I took a deep breath and pushed Kane from my mind. “About the food and the work, anyway. I don’t drink alcohol while I’m working.”


  “You will eventually.” Marcus tipped back his bottle of beer. “Give it a couple years.”


  I smiled weakly. “Yeah.”


  Kane had to be here. I could feel his presence in the club, warm and commanding. Sitting here was proving much harder than I’d expected.


  I took my dark rimmed reading glasses out of my bag and put them on, sending me into mental work mode. Marcus talked while I reviewed the paperwork and nibbled on raw veggies.


  “Four homes?” I glanced up from the page I was reading. “So they get two apiece?”


  “I don’t know.” Marcus shrugged. “They both want the L.A. place a lot.”


  The pull was too strong to resist. I had to at least see him, which I hoped to do without him seeing me.


  “I need to run to the bathroom,” I said, returning the paper to its file. “If the food comes, don’t wait for me to start eating.”


  Marcus nodded, his gaze scanning the club now, too. Was his mind also somewhere else?


  I headed toward the bathroom, waiting until I was past the crowd to change direction. The hallway where Kane’s office was located was empty. I walked to his door quickly, before I lost my nerve.


  It was closed. Was he inside? I pictured him in front of his massive wood desk, his brows drawn together in thought.


  I wanted to knock. I wanted to barge in, actually, and demand the answers to the questions that had been driving me crazy for two weeks. My hand went to the door, but instead of knocking I laid my palm flat against the dark wood.


  If he wanted to see me, he would’ve called. I knew that in my head, but my heart was a different story.


  I felt the warmth of a presence behind me and spun around. Kane’s dark, calculating eyes were locked on mine. His palms rested on the door now, one beside each of my shoulders, pinning me in.


  My heart pounded as his eyes bored into mine. He wore his trademark scowl and his beard looked a bit shorter. I wanted to reach out and touch him, but something kept me rooted in place. He was angry. At me.


  “Nice to see you, Viv,” he ground out. “Something I can do for you and your boyfriend?”


  “He’s not my boyfriend.”


  “Prospective boyfriend, then?”


  His bitter tone reignited my anger. “What do you care? You walked out and never called.”


  He leaned closer and I took in his smoky cedar scent. “I’m not right for you. But you didn’t need to come here and rub my fuckin’ face in it.”


  “Why? Why didn’t you at least call? I thought we had something good starting.”


  He dipped his head down and stared at the floor. My pulse raced from his nearness. If only he’d lift his face back up to mine so I could try to read what was in his dark chocolate eyes right now.


  “What are you doing with Marcus?” he demanded. “Are you dating him?”


  His voice held notes of both bitterness and hope. It told me more than words ever could have. This couldn’t be the end for us. He still felt something, too. I reached out and grabbed a fistful of his black t-shirt, pulling him toward me.


  “No,” I said softly. “This is a work meeting. He’s not the one I want . . . you are.”


  Kane raised his face back to mine and leaned all the way in, his forehead resting against mine. He pressed a knee to the door between my legs. I arched my back, closing the space between us.


  “Careful, Viv,” he said, his voice a low rumble of warning.


  “Or what?” My chest moved in and out against his.


  He wrapped an arm around my lower back, turning the door handle with his free hand. When the door was open, he pushed his body against mine and we both tumbled into the office. I stumbled but he tightened his hold on my back, keeping me upright.


  I held tight to his shirt as he kicked the door closed and picked me up, his big hands cradled around my backside. He put my back against the door and leaned in to me again.


  “Or you’ll see the side of me I’ve held back. The side that won’t stop like I did that night at your place.”


  The corners of my mouth turned up in a small smile. “Maybe that’s what I want.”


  He groaned and pressed his lips to mine, his tongue sweeping across mine in a deep kiss that sent a dizzying wave of arousal from my head down to my toes.


  I was pinned against the door by him, our bodies perfectly aligned. My breasts pressed against his solid chest and my hips instinctively arched against him. His thick, rigid erection against my belly reminded me that I had some control over him, too.


  “You smell so fuckin’ good, Viv,” he said, his breath hot on my neck. He pressed a soft kiss to my collarbone, his soft beard brushing over my skin.


  “I want you,” I said, a note of desperation in my tone. “I want that leather and cedar smell of you all over me. I want to taste you and feel you and hear you say my name when you come.”


  With a low growl, he hiked my leg up around his hip. The pencil skirt of my suit strained and my leg fell back down. Kane grunted his frustration and picked me up, his hands squeezing my ass as he carried me to his large wood desk.


  My heart raced with a hot, heady sensation. Kane’s hungry gaze made me forget all my inhibitions. When he set me on the floor and hiked my skirt up around my hips, I moaned softly.


  “Sit on my desk,” he ordered.


  I slid myself onto the edge, my eyes never leaving his. He pushed my thighs wide apart and brushed his thumb down my slit through my wet panties.


  He groaned. “So fucking wet for me, Viv. Lean back on your hands.”


  I did, and when he reached for the sides of my panties, I raised my hips so he could work them down. Cool air washed over my exposed skin.


  Kane slid the panties past my heels and bent down, his warm breath on my thighs making me shiver. He wrapped his big hands around my hips, pressing against the skirt bunched around them. When he kissed my sensitive inner thighs, my back arched into the air and I cried out.


  He kissed and licked and even nipped a little at my thighs. By the time his tongue eased inside me and he grunted with satisfaction, I was already on the verge of coming.


  “Kane . . . oh, God. Yes. So . . . ohhhh.”


  He licked and sucked for a couple minutes and then held tight to my hips as I came hard, his tongue still working me into a frenzy. The orgasm seemed to last and last, and I was panting when my back relaxed against the surface of his desk.


  “That almost killed me,” I said with a low laugh. “My God. I’d ask where you learned to do that, but that would just make me jealous.”


  He stood and extended a hand to help me to my feet. I slipped my panties back on and pulled my shirt back down as he pulled up the bottom of his t-shirt and wiped off his face, giving me a flash of his defined ab muscles.


  “I have to get back,” I said. “Marcus is bringing me onto a big case and we’re discussing it.”


  Kane’s eyes darkened. “Is he coming on to you?”


  “No. This is just work.”


  He nodded, his expression still on the verge of a scowl. “I’m gonna need to see you this weekend.”


  “Oh, are you?” I ran a hand through my hair, trying to fix it. “Maybe you should apologize for walking out on me, then.”


  “Wasn’t that apology enough?” He gestured at the desk.


  “No. You hurt me. I need words. One in particular.”


  The scowl made its appearance and he heaved out a sigh. “I’m sorry, alright? I fucked up.”


  I smiled and kissed him. My taste still lingered on his lips.


  “You’re forgiven. I’ll make you dinner Friday night.”


  I smoothed out my clothes and we left his office. When we got to the end of the hallway, he held my eyes for just a second before we went separate ways.


  “Hey,” Marcus said when I got back to the table. “Long line?”


  “Yeah. Sorry.” I sat down and took a cleansing breath, trying to get my mind off of Kane and back on the case.


  “You feeling okay? Marcus asked. “You look really flushed.”


  “I’m fine. Let’s get back to it.”


  He shrugged and pulled the paperwork back out. I couldn’t help looking over at the bar, where a dark gaze on us caught my attention. However innocuous I’d told him this meeting was, I knew he’d be watching. And I was more than okay with it.
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  FINALLY, FRIDAY ARRIVED.


  Dinner was ready and so was I when I answered Kane’s knock on my door.


  Tonight he’d ditched the dress pants and collared shirt in favor of his usual attire–dark, worn jeans and a black t-shirt. He wore a weathered black leather jacket and what looked like steel-toed black boots.


  “You look good,” I said, reaching through the doorway and grabbing the two open sides of his jacket. “Really good. Get in here.”


  His dark eyes swept me up and down as he grabbed me around the waist. I leaned up and he kissed me softly, his hands gripping my waist firmly in a reminder of our orgasmic make-out session in his office.


  “Smells good,” he said, looking toward the kitchen. All I smelled was his the leather of his jacket.


  “You’re thinking about eating?” I looked up at him and ran a hand over his big, muscular shoulder and around to his neck.


  “Fuck yeah, I am.” He ran his hands down to my backside and squeezed. “You gonna let me have dessert first? Spread those legs for me again like a bad girl?”


  My body warmed and I felt myself getting wet. His touch, his words . . . his very presence turned me on and made me bolder than I’d ever been.


  “If that’s bad, I don’t want to be good,” I said in his ear. He squeezed harder, until I moaned.


  “To the bedroom, then,” he said, his commanding tone inciting me further. I was hot everywhere, my arousal burning beneath the surface in a simmer that would probably boil over as soon as his mouth touched my skin.


  Boil . . . wait.


  “Do bad girls turn off the heat on dinner first to avoid fires?” I whispered.


  Kane’s low laugh made me smile. He relaxed his hold on me.


  “Let’s go have the dinner you made first. We’ve got all night, right?”


  My stomach flipped with excitement. All night. Hell yes.


  I turned toward the kitchen, giving him a coy look over my shoulder. “We have until ten. I’ve got another date coming then.”


  With a single, unamused note of laughter, he smacked my ass, making me jump.


  “Not fucking funny, Viv.”


  “You like chicken parmesan?” I asked, smiling.


  “I’ll like anything you made.”


  Chicken parm was my standby. I’d made it many times and gotten compliments. But I still felt a twinge of nervousness as I plated it and set the dishes on the table. I passed Kane a corkscrew and he opened the bottle of wine I had chilling on the table.


  He poured us each a glass of wine and we sat down. I couldn’t keep my eyes off him. There was something different about him tonight. Wearing the clothes he was comfortable in, sitting casually across from me in my kitchen, he seemed more comfortable. More himself.


  We both took a bite and he remarked about how good the food was. Then we ate in silence for a bit until I asked a question that had been nagging at me since the last time I saw him at Six.


  “How did you know Marcus’s name?”


  “Marcus Anderson?”


  I nodded. “You said his name but I hadn’t told you his name.”


  “I know him. He’s a client.”


  “Oh.” I considered that for a second. “So he rents suites at the club?”


  “He’s got one in particular that he likes best.”


  “What does he do there?”


  Kane smiled. “I don’t ask, remember?”


  “Not asking is different than not knowing.”


  He grunted and arched his brows. “You sound like a lawyer.”


  “I’m so curious. Marcus seems really . . . bland. He’s just all blond and friendly. He plays tennis and reads The Wall Street Journal.”


  Kane hummed skeptically. “He might seem bland, but he’s not.”


  “He’s kinky, isn’t he? I knew it!”


  “I didn’t say that. You inferred it.”


  I finished the last bite of chicken I had room for a pushed my plate a couple inches away.


  “Well, is he?”


  “I don’t talk about clients, Viv. Not to anyone. Not even to Jeff, unless there’s a good reason for it.”


  I sighed and gave him a mock frown. “I respect that. I’ve got the same deal with my clients.”


  “I’m glad you’re not involved with Marcus, let’s just say that.”


  “I thought you were glad because you want me.”


  “I am. And I do.” He held my gaze and my body heated as I remembered our last encounter in his office.


  I finished the last of my wine and picked up Kane’s still-full glass.


  “You don’t like the wine? Do you want something else?”


  “Water would be good. The wine’s fine, I just don’t drink much.”


  He stood and started clearing dishes from the table.


  “Let me do that,” I said, handing him a bottle of water.


  “Nah. I can help.”


  We stood side by side at my sink, him washing and me drying and putting away. Seeing him elbow-deep in dishwater made me smile.


  “What’s funny?” he asked.


  “I’m not laughing.”


  “Viv, what’s so damn funny?” He scowled at me.


  “Just you washing dishes. It’s cute.”


  Now he was smiling, too. “That’s the first time in my life I’ve been called cute.”


  “You just aren’t a man I picture washing dishes.”


  “What, you think I just smash ‘em all against the wall when I’m done eating?”


  “No.” I shook my head and laughed. “I don’t know.”


  “I really don’t have many dishes at home. I usually eat at the club.”


  “Where do you live?” I asked him.


  He hesitated for a split second before answering. “I actually live in a really unimpressive back room of a gym near the club.”


  “Sounds convenient. But why a gym?”


  He shrugged. “Just because I own the building.”


  “Nice,” I said. “So you’re managing to live rent free in New York City? That’s like a miracle or something.”


  “Pretty much. The rent I make on the building covers the taxes and insurance and then some.”


  “That building had to cost a mint.”


  “I actually got it by assuming the tax bill.”


  My lips parted as I looked up at him in admiration. “Very savvy.”


  He grunted skeptically. “I don’t know about that.”


  I watched as he picked up a pink checkered dishtowel and dried his hands off on it. His hands were big, the dark hair on his corded forearms ending just past his wrists. There was something very sweet and sexy about seeing those hands on such a dainty towel.


  He hung the towel back up and leaned back against the counter, arms folded. Excited anticipation swirled in my stomach.


  I was suddenly self-conscious as I stood before him. I sensed he wasn’t a novice in the bedroom. I wasn’t, either, but still . . . would I measure up? Not just to the other women he’d been with, but to his vision of what I’d be like. When he looked at me, his dark, fiery gaze full of hunger for me, I felt sexier than I ever had. He made me feel like I could undo him with a single touch. And I wanted to, more than anything.


  “You’re nervous,” he said, reaching a hand out and wrapping it around my hip. He pulled me close and slid his other hand around to my backside. “Don’t be.”


  I rested my palms on his solid, warm chest. I’d never been so overwhelmed by my attraction to a man, and I’d also never felt something so undeniably right. Kane had let me inside his walls. He’d shed his armor of intimidation, exposing himself to me in an intimate way. I didn’t know him extremely well yet, but I knew he was letting me see the real him. The non-defensive, non-pissed off at the world him.


  Sometimes I felt like I was still finding the real me, even at the age of twenty-eight. Whoever I was, I wanted Kane to see me. When he touched me and spoke in that low, sexy voice of his, I felt a little closer to knowing myself. I wanted him. I didn’t care how right or wrong anyone else thought we were together.


  He kissed me, nipping at my lower lip and brushing the tip of his tongue against mine. Everything else disappeared as I let myself get consumed by him. There was only the hard warmth of him, the sweet smoky smell of him and the minty taste of him. He’d slipped a breath mint in somewhere. Sneaky.


  I let my hands wander up the bottom of his t-shirt in front, over the ridges of ab muscles to his taut, defined chest. It was hairy and I liked it.


  The low rumble of his groan reached my fingertips and I pulled back, about to suggest we go to my bedroom.


  But a series of sharp knocks on my door made me jump slightly instead. I gave Kane a puzzled look. No one ever came to my apartment but Cara, and she knew he was here so there was no way she’d show up unannounced.


  “I’ll be right back,” I said, running a hand over my hair to make sure it was still in place.


  I rounded the corner to the living room and opened the front door, still slightly breathless from Kane’s kiss.


  “Viv, you’re here.” My brother Grayson stepped through the doorway. “I need some money.”


  “Again?”


  “Yeah. I can’t explain right now.”


  His dark, usually neat hair looked unwashed and his shirt was wrinkled. Though it was cold outside, he didn’t have a coat on. But none of that worried me as much as the dark circles beneath his eyes and his frenzied expression.


  “What’s going on?” I demanded. “You’re worrying me.”


  He looked from side to side. “Look, I can’t. I don’t have time.” He saw my purse hanging from a coat hook near my door and grabbed it.


  “Hey, I don’t have another five hundred dollars to give you,” I said as he reached into an open pocket of the bag.


  “I’ll take whatever you’ve got.”


  “The hell you will,” Kane said in a deep, ominous tone. I turned to see him coming toward us. “Grayson.” He said my brother’s name in a familiar, disgusted tone, his dark gaze fixed on him.


  “Kane,” my brother croaked. My purse slid through his hands to the floor, its contents spilling onto the carpet. “What the hell are you doing here?”


  “A better question is what the hell are you doing here?” Kane said, looking back and forth between me and Grayson.


  Grayson turned to me, eyes wide with fear.


  “He’s my brother,” I said. “How do you know him?”


  Kane’s expression hardened. “How do I know you, Grayson? Want to tell her?”


  Grayson sighed and shook his head. “I just need some money, Viv.”


  “You need to stay here and come down,” Kane said, still looking at Grayson.


  “Man, fuck you,” Grayson snapped. “This is between me and Viv.”


  “Fuck me?” Kane covered the last few steps between himself and Grayson. “Watch yourself, asshole. You’d be swallowing your own fuckin’ teeth right now if you weren’t her brother.”


  Grayson turned to me. “What is he doing here? Are you . . . is he your boyfriend? Oh, Jesus. Tell me you’re not seeing him, Viv.”


  My mind was spinning with confusion and questions.


  “What’s going on here?” I said, my voice raised. “How do you two know each other?”


  Kane looked at Grayson, his lips set in a thin line.


  “He owns a club and I used to go there.”


  “Till you stiffed me for six grand. Haven’t seen you since, have I?”


  Grayson narrowed his eyes at Kane. “Not since you almost broke one of my ribs, no.”


  “Pay your fuckin’ bills and you won’t have to worry about that anymore. Stop chasing the next high. It’ll never be enough?”


  “High?” I cried, glaring at Grayson. “Are you using drugs?”


  “No,” he scoffed. “Kane’s a lying asshole.”


  “Asshole I’ll own, but I’m not a liar,” Kane growled.


  I grabbed my brother’s arm and looked into his eyes. “Don’t lie to me. Why are you such a mess? Are you on drugs or not.”


  “I told you, no.”


  “You’re so lit right now,” Kane said, shaking his head in disgust.


  “You’d know, wouldn’t you?” Grayson shot back.


  Kane shrugged. “I would, yeah.” He turned to me. “Don’t give him any money.”


  “You need to mind your own fuckin’ business,” Grayson said, his expression so desperate and angry I didn’t even recognize him.


  The tic of a muscle in Kane’s jaw gave away the fury behind his cool expression. “You’d better get the fuck out of here, man. Consider yourself lucky.”


  “I need the money.” Grayson turned to me, his plea nearly a whine. “I owe some people money, Viv. Please.”


  I looked at Kane, who just shook his head.


  “I don’t have any money to give you,” I said to Grayson. “But you need to stay. We’ll figure this out. Maybe Mom and Dad can help you repay this debt.”


  Grayson pulled his arm back and punched the wood frame of my front door. I jumped with surprise and Kane stepped in between me and my brother.


  “I can’t ask them,” Grayson said, hanging his head.


  “You’ve got two seconds to get the fuck out of here,” Kane said. “You’re scaring her.”


  “But I don’t want him getting hurt,” I said. “If he owes bad people money, maybe he needs to stay here.”


  “No.” Grayson reached for the door handle and opened it, his shoulders sagging with defeat. “I have to go.”


  And without another word, he did. I looked up at Kane helplessly. When I moved to follow my brother, he grabbed my forearm.


  “Don’t,” he said softly. “He’s not himself right now.”


  “No, he’s not. But I have to help him.”


  “You can’t, Viv. All he wants is money for another hit.”


  I swallowed against the lump in my throat, my eyes burning with tears. “You really think he’s using drugs?”


  Kane closed the door and looked down at me. “I know he is. I’d bet my bank account on it. He can’t think about anything but getting high right now. His body won’t let him.”


  I walked over to my couch and sat down, putting my head in my hands. “I don’t even know what to say. I never would’ve suspected.”


  With a heavy sigh, Kane came and sat next to me.


  “It’ll get worse,” he said. “He’ll get desperate enough to steal from you. You can’t let him in your apartment anymore. Keep the doors locked at all times.”


  “But he’s my brother.”


  “He would’ve taken whatever cash you’ve got in your purse if I wasn’t here. You saw him.”


  The tears finally spilled over. I wiped them away quickly, embarrassed by the turn of events.


  “Well, our date’s going great, isn’t it?”


  He put his arm around my shoulder and pulled me against him. “Sure it is, Viv. I’m glad I was here when he came.”


  “He owes you six thousand dollars?” I asked, feeling sick.


  “Yeah.”


  “What’s going to happen? I’ll get it from my parents somehow if something bad’s going to happen to him.”


  I felt Kane’s deep sigh. “I’m not gonna kill him or anything if that’s what you mean. I ‘ve got no idea how deep he’s in with dealers, though.”


  I squeezed my eyes shut against the new tears threatening to spill. The thought of Grayson on drugs and in debt to bad people made me feel physically ill.


  “Hey,” Kane said, wrapping his other arm around me. “It’s okay. I’ll write off his debt to the club. And I’ll keep my ear to the ground about who else he owes.”


  I hugged him around his chest, his solid presence the only thing keeping me grounded right now.


  “I’m scared for him,” I said.


  “I know. But some holes we’ve gotta dig ourselves out of. He’s not ready for help yet.”


  He leaned back on the couch and took me with him. I pressed my cheek to his chest, curled my legs up in between his and let the rhythm of his breathing soothe me.


  “How much money does he owe you?” Kane asked softly.


  “Five hundred.”


  “You need some money? For yourself, I mean? Did giving him that money cut you short?”


  “No. But thanks. I have the money but I could tell something was off so I told him I didn’t. It’s so unlike Grayson to grab my purse and go through it like that.”


  “He’s not himself, Viv. Try not to take it personal.”


  “You know someone with a drug problem?”


  He exhaled deeply, my cheek sinking down slightly as his chest fell. “Yeah. Used to, anyway. Me.”


  I wanted to know more, but I wasn’t going to probe about something so personal. And I needed to process things with Grayson.


  “I’m sorry about this,” I said. “I can’t go back to . . . you know . . . how things were in the kitchen.”


  “It’s not your fault. Don’t be sorry.”


  “I understand if you’d rather go than be around me right now. I won’t be much fun tonight.”


  He smoothed a hand over my hair. “I should stay the night in case Grayson comes back. I’ll take the couch.”


  I closed my eyes, a new wave of nausea rolling through my stomach at the thought of needing protection from my brother.


  “We could watch a movie,” I suggested.


  “Sounds good.”


  I passed him the remote and told him to find one, and then I curled back up in my spot on his chest. All thoughts of sex had vanished. Now all I wanted was Kane’s closeness and comfort. And he delivered, wrapping his arms around me and laying with me in silence as I wondered just how much trouble Grayson was in.
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  Kane


  My stiff neck wouldn’t allow me to sleep anymore. I opened my eyes and squinted at the unfamiliar surroundings. Dark purple chair with a white blanket folded over the back. White bookcase full of framed photos and paperbacks. Warm, sweet-smelling woman laying on my chest.


  I was in Viv’s living room. We’d apparently fallen asleep on her couch together. The TV was still on and the first rays of morning sunlight were filtering in through the curtains.


  Cringing, I twisted my neck just enough to dull the ache. I’d been awkwardly wedged up against the end of the couch all night, but I’d still slept soundly until a few minutes ago.


  Viv stirred on my chest and raised her head to look at me.


  “Hey,” she said in a groggy tone. “We slept here all night?”


  “Yeah. Must’ve been tired.”


  Her hair was messy and she had dark shadows of eye makeup under her eyes. The intimacy of waking up with her had my cock twitching to attention. If I got hard now, she’d feel it. And from the way her brows were drawn together with worry, I could see she wasn’t in the mood for sex.


  “Maybe Grayson texted,” she said, picking up her phone from the coffee table. She swiped the screen and her face fell. “No. Nothing. I hope he’s okay.”


  “I’m sure he’s fine,” I said, shifting to relieve the pressure on my neck.


  Viv slid off me and stood up. “You want coffee?” she asked, combing her hands through her messy waves of hair.


  “No, I need to get going. I was planning to stop by the club when I left here last night and make sure things were going okay. I need to go count the deposits and make sure no one fucked ‘em up.”


  I used her bathroom, put my boots on and slid into my leather jacket. She was sitting on the couch, elbows on her knees, looking lost in thought.


  “I’m sorry about last night,” she said. “I was hoping we’d be waking up together this morning, but not like this.”


  Her sheepish smile tugged at me, and I walked over and sat down next to her. “Hey. Don’t apologize. Shit happens.”


  “When do I get to see you again?”


  I was taken aback by the hope in her eyes. She wanted to see me again soon. Really wanted to. And not like most women, who looked at me this way after I’d fucked them senseless. There was something about the most boring, average parts of me that Viv liked. It blew my fucking mind every time I realized it.


  “How ‘bout Sunday night?” I said. “Or is that a bad night since you have to work Monday?”


  “No, Sunday’s good.”


  “I’d say tonight, but I can’t miss a Friday night and a Saturday night at work back to back.”


  She kissed my cheek just above the line of my beard, her soft lips brushing over my skin with just a touch of wetness. “Sunday’s good, Kane.”


  I stood. “I’ll call you. And uh . . . if you feel like stopping in at the club tonight for a drink, you know . . . you can.”


  I sounded gruff, though I didn’t mean to. It was damn hard, this dating thing. Or whatever it was called. I wasn’t a nose-rubbing, can’t wait to see you again, pookie type of guy.


  “Okay,” she said as I turned for the door. “Thanks for staying last night.”


  I turned back to face her. “If Grayson comes back, don’t let him in. Don’t give him money. Call me if you need help.”


  “I’ll be okay. Don’t worry.”


  I walked to the door and reached for the handle. “I’d kiss you, but my breath probably reeks right now.”


  “It’s okay.” She grinned at me. “Mine’s probably not great, either.”


  “See you later.”


  “Bye, Kane.”


  I left, heaving out an exhale after I’d closed the door. Normally I was out the door once the sex was over, but this thing with Viv was new territory for me. We hadn’t even slept together and I’d stayed the night. My sore as shit neck would be reminding me of it all day. And truthfully, I liked where things were with Viv. Though if she was ready for more Sunday night and her deadbeat asshole of a brother didn’t get in the way again, I aimed to please her.
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  I couldn’t keep my eyes off the front door of the club for more than a minute at a time. Every time I tried to focus on something else, I ended up looking up front to see if Viv had walked in. I had a good vantage point from the balcony of one of the sky suites.


  A deep roar, followed by the sound of breaking glass, pulled my attention to the suite behind me.


  “You fuckin’ prick!” Gary Kelso bellowed. “No one’s that lucky.”


  I came in from the balcony and closed the door behind me, sealing out the sounds of thumping music from below.


  Gary was pissed as fuck. A vein in his neck bulged as he pointed at the man across from him, who held his hands up in mock surrender.


  This monthly high-stakes poker game was no joke. The players took it very seriously.


  Two other guys held on to Gary as he threatened to cut the other player’s nuts off and shove them up his ass. The pieces of a shattered glass tumbler sat forgotten on the floor.


  “You can bill me for that, Kane,” Gary said, glaring at the younger guy whose nuts were apparently in danger.


  “I’m not worried about it,” I said. “I’ll send someone in to clean it up. Did you guys want to order food now or later?”


  “I’m starved,” one of the players said, standing up and tossing his cards to the table. “Let’s order now.”


  “Yeah, okay,” Gary said, shaking out of the hold the two men had on him.


  Food never failed to break up a brawl in this group. They were all wealthy businessmen who had plenty of money to lose, but hated the ego-thumping of a loss.


  I jogged down the wide marble staircase and assigned a server to get appetizers into the poker room and find someone to clean up the broken glass. I caught Rosie’s eye from across the crowded room and he gave a slight tilt of his head. I walked over and spoke in his ear over the loud music.


  “What’s up?”


  He turned to speak in my ear. “Your woman’s here and she’s lookin’ fine.”


  “Viv?” I looked from side to side. Rosie gestured at a tall table along the wall.


  Fuck me hard. Viv sat on a high-backed stool, her long, sexy legs bare beneath a short skirt. She had a dark shirt and a colorful scarf and her hair was piled on top of her head loosely, a few curls framing her face.


  I walked over, the sight of Viv laughing making me look at the other side of the table. Her blond friend Cara was there, wearing a tight black dress and hooker boots.


  Viv saw me approaching and our eyes met. Her smile–or maybe it was her legs–made me want to drag her back to my office and get under that skirt.


  “Hey,” she said, reaching an arm up and around my neck. She moved to kiss my cheek but I turned and kissed her on the mouth, feeling her pale pink lipstick on my lips. When she moaned softly and tightened her hold around my neck, I swept my tongue across hers, wishing like hell we weren’t in the middle of the crowded club right now.


  “You made it,” I said.


  “Of course I did.” She nodded at her friend. “You remember Cara?”


  Cara wiggled her fingers in a wave.


  “Hey, Cara,” I said, sliding my hand around to Viv’s lower back.


  “How’s your night going?” she asked me.


  I shrugged. “Usual. You guys want to eat? I’m booked upstairs but you can eat in my office if you want.”


  “We ate earlier. I just wanted to have a drink and see you. We’re going to some other club Cara wants to go to after this.”


  A small stab of jealousy hit me in the gut. I didn’t like the idea of Viv at another club, where men could hit on her without me there to intervene.


  “I promise not to like it,” she said in my ear, reading my expression. “I won’t cheat on Six. It’ll still be my favorite.”


  She nipped at my earlobe and I slid my hand underneath her shirt at the small of her back. I traced the ridges of her spine upwards with my fingertip as I spoke in her ear.


  “So we’re on for tomorrow night?”


  “We’re so on. No interruptions this time.”


  “You look so hot, Viv.” I put my free hand on her knee. Her smooth, warm skin made me immediately hard.


  “Jesus, get a room, you two,” Cara said over the music.


  Viv smiled, ignoring Cara and moving in for another kiss when my phone buzzed in my pocket with a text.


  “Fuck. Sorry,” I muttered, pulling it out.


  Drea: Need you in SS 3. Clients getting it on with door open. Saying they are exhibitionists and won’t let me close it.


  I rolled my eyes at the phone. “I have to go. Problem in a sky suite. I’ll let my bartender know you guys are on the house.”


  “You don’t need to do that,” Viv said.


  “You should totally do that,” Cara said. “The drinks here are like fifteen bucks, Viv.”


  “When’s the last time you bought your own drink?” Viv challenged.


  Cara arched a brow and grinned. So she was one of those.


  “Nobody’s buying you any drinks but me,” I said to Viv. “Not at the next club, either.”


  Her lips curved up in a smile. “Got it. See you tomorrow night.”


  I kissed her one more time and then made my way through the crowd to put out the fire upstairs. My appetite for Viv would have to wait one more night. That was probably best, because guilt was stabbing me in the gut right now. When she’d turned those blue eyes on me and moaned as I kissed her, I’d had a realization. She was entrusting part of herself to me. I’d already hurt her by storming out once, and she was giving me another chance.


  What would I do with that chance? Would I live out the many sexual fantasies I had about her, even though she wouldn’t know who she was letting into her bed? The thought tamped the fire that raged inside me for her. I wanted her to know the truth about me, but not yet. I needed more time to grow whatever this was between us. Even then, I knew she might run when she found out what kind of man I was. I needed more time with her before I let that happen.
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  Viv


  I STEPPED OUT OF A cab, paid the driver and approached my brother’s posh Upper East Side apartment building. After an elevator ride to the fifth floor, I banged on the door, not bothering with the formality of a few light knocks.


  Screw him. He hadn’t returned any of my texts yesterday. It was the least he owed me after Friday night. Now I was both pissed and worried.


  “Grayson,” I called. “It’s Viv. Let me in.”


  Silence. God, what if he was dead in an alley somewhere? Shot by the people he owed money to or killed by an overdose? I pounded on the door harder, by heart racing with worry.


  “Open this door or I’ll call Mom and tell her everything,” I said, pressing my palms and forehead to the door. “She’ll be on the next flight here. Bet she’ll stay at their apartment here for a while. Or maybe I’ll tell her she should stay with y—”


  The door opened and I stumbled inside, barely finding my footing without falling.


  “Christ, Viv, it’s like eight in the morning,” Grayson grumbled. “What do you want?”


  I could hardly make him out in the darkness. The blackout shades in the apartment were all drawn. I fumbled for a switch on the wall and found several. I flipped all of them and two lamps switched on.


  What the hell? I looked around the apartment in disbelief. Grayson’s entertainment center had blank spaces where his flat screen TV and other electronics were supposed to be. His furniture was gone, other than the couch and a coffee table. Wrappers, half-eaten food and wadded up pieces of foil littered the table and floor.


  “Grayson.” I stepped closer to him and wrinkled my face with disgust. He stank. Still in the jeans and rumpled t-shirt he’d been wearing Friday night, his hair was messy and he had several days of dark, unshaven hair on his face. “What is this?”


  He shrugged. “I’m single. I don’t have to answer to anyone. Especially not my little sister.”


  “Hey, asshole,” I said, poking him in the chest. “It’s not eight in the morning, it’s almost eleven. You smell like dirty ass and B.O. And where’s your stuff?”


  He sighed and shook his head. “Not your concern, Viv.”


  “Then I’ll leave and make it Mom’s concern before I’m even out of this building.”


  “Jesus,” he muttered. “You’re gonna tell Mom on me? How old are we?”


  “You don’t have any idea what you’re playing at.”


  “What, Kane? Believe me, I do. That asshole gave me a bloody nose and a concussion. He almost broke one of my ribs. What the hell was he doing at your place? I can’t even contemplate you’d date him.”


  “I can’t even contemplate you thinking that’s what I mean, you dumbass. Drugs, Grayson. You’re using drugs.”


  His vacant eyes showed no reaction to my words. “What do you want, Viv?”


  “I want you to come to your senses. Look at you. Look at this place. Obviously you sold your stuff to buy drugs.”


  He glared at me, eyes narrowed. “I told you, I don’t answer to you or anyone else. Now if you don’t want anything, go away so I can get some sleep.”


  Where was my clean-cut workaholic brother? He’d always taken pride in his place and now it looked like he was squatting here.


  “This is crazy,” I mumbled.


  He put a hand on my shoulder and steered me toward the door.


  “Grayson, let me help,” I said as he opened the door.


  “I asked for your help and you turned me down.”


  “Not money. You need help. Rehab or—”


  He put his hands on my back and shoved me so hard I stumbled into the hallway. The door slammed closed before I even had a chance to look up at him.


  My hands shook as I buttoned my coat. Grayson had never treated me this way. I was more worried about him than ever, and torn over whether I should alert our parents or let him deal with the consequences of his actions himself.


  He was thirty-one years old. I’d offered my help. Now I just had to wait and hope he took me up on the offer before it was too late.
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  I grabbed my phone and read Kane’s text again. He’d sent it four hours ago and I’d read it at least a dozen times. It still wasn’t old.


  Kane: I’ll bring dinner tonight. Dress sexy for me.


  Sexy. I’d gone through outfit after outfit trying for the right look. I wasn’t the type to open the door wearing nothing but a bra and panties, because my paranoia about it being one of my neighbors wanting to borrow a cup of sugar was too strong.


  Every dress and skirt I’d tried on had been wrong. They reeked of trying too hard. I’d finally settled on dark jeans that fit just right and a silky black top that cut all the way down to the tiny freckle between my breasts. I wore a new lacy black bra and panties that made me feel super sexy. And ballet flats, since I was at home.


  My hair was wavy and loose past my shoulders. I’d gone a little darker with my eye makeup. Getting dressed for the night had kept my mind occupied this afternoon when I’d been trying not to worry about Grayson.


  The swirl of excitement in my belly wasn’t just from dressing sexy. I was dressed sexy for him. There was no one else in the world who mattered right now. I could put aside everything else and just escape into Kane tonight.


  A knock sounded at my door and I dashed off a quick text to Cara as I went to answer it.


  Me: He’s here!!! OMG I may finally get some!


  I hadn’t slept with a man since before moving to New York, and every time I looked at Kane I grew more acutely aware of the drought.


  When I opened the door, his gaze moved down my body, his eyes darkening with raw approval.


  “Very nice, Viv,” he said in a low tone as he stepped inside and closed the door.


  “Thank you.”


  He wore his usual dark jeans, black t-shirt and leather jacket. The savory scents of steak and spices emanated from the paper bag he carried.


  “Hungry?” he asked, his eyes fixed on me as he set the bag on a console table.


  “Just for you,” I admitted.


  The corners of his lips quirked up in a satisfied smile. “For me, huh? What would you like from me?”


  “Everything.” The word spilled from my mouth before I even thought about it.


  Kane’s dark eyes swirled with something I couldn’t place. He almost looked conflicted. But we were past all that. It had to be something else.


  He put a hand on my hip, the warmth of it encircling me in a possessive way that made me shiver slightly. Eyes still locked with mine, he slipped his other hand into the low v of my shirt, his fingertips sliding past the edge of my bra. My lips parted and a small breath escaped me as he cupped my breast and ran his thumb over my nipple until it was hard.


  I looked down at the thick erection straining the denim of his jeans. When I wrapped my fingers around it, his strangled groan made me bold.


  “This is what I want,” I whispered.


  His gaze grew predatory as he put his hands on my upper arms and moved them into the air. He pressed me back against the wall, pinning my wrists above my head with one of his large hands.


  He dipped his face against my neck, his lips grazing over my jaw line. I let my head fall back against the wall as his free hand roamed beneath the bottom of my shirt, his touch on my bare skin making me break out in goosebumps.


  He pressed his mouth to mine in a hard, demanding kiss. I tried to wrap my legs around him but he was so tall that he had to put a hand under my ass and hike me up on the wall.


  “Oh . . .” I cried as his erection pressed against me. “Kane . . . you feel so good.”


  He squeezed my ass and let me slide back down the wall. Keeping my wrists in the air with his hand, he pulled my shirt up and off over my head, letting it fall to the floor. When he dropped to his knees and pressed his lips to my bare midriff, I moaned and ran my hands over the short dark hair growing out on his head.


  I grabbed the back of his shirt and pulled it up and off. The wide planes of muscle and huge tattoo of an eagle on his back made me feel hot and needy for him. I ran my hands over his hard, bare shoulders and back as he kissed around my belly button.


  “I want you so fuckin’ bad, Viv,” my murmured against my skin. “You don’t even know.”


  The brush of his beard across my sensitive skin made me gasp and sink my nails into his shoulders. The growling sound he made as he ripped the button of my jeans apart was primal. He slid his hands down my hips, taking my jeans down to the floor.


  I was shaking with desire as I stepped out of the jeans, still clutching his shoulders. He pressed his mouth to my wet panties and I cried out again. Then he ran his tongue up and down the seam of my opening through the fabric.


  “Oh God,” I cried. “Fuck me now, Kane. Please.”


  He slid his hands up my thighs, his fingertips gliding beneath the sides of my panties. When he looked up at me and our eyes locked, I saw reverence.


  His hands stilled and he held my gaze. I waited several seconds, my body wound tight with eager arousal.


  “Fuck,” he muttered, sliding his hands out from beneath my panties. “I can’t.”


  He reached for his t-shirt on the floor and I let my emotions take control.


  “No,” I said, ripping the shirt from his hands. “You’re not walking out on me again. Not now. No, Kane.”


  He sighed heavily and pressed the heels of his hands over his eyes. “You don’t know, Viv. This isn’t right. Give me my fuckin’ shirt.”


  “Not right? You lick me through my panties and then decide it’s not right?”


  “Yeah, that’s what I decided,” he said, lowering his hands and glaring at me. His tone was filled with bitter anger. “It’s not right for me to fuck you, Viv. Not because I don’t want to.”


  “Oh, don’t play that,” I said angrily. “Fuck that. What’s really going on?”


  He leaned closer, his face just inches from mine. “I. Just. Can’t. You don’t know me.”


  “I know enough,” I said, forcing myself to hold his steely gaze.


  “You don’t.”


  I threw my arms up in frustration. “Do you have . . . performance issues? Because it’s okay if you do.”


  He shrank back, his expression horrified. “Performance issues?” He gestured at the giant tent shape jutting out from his jeans. “Does this look like an issue to you?”


  “I don’t know. I thought maybe you couldn’t . . . finish or something. We can work through it.”


  His lips parted in shock. A second later he closed them and put his clenched fist up to his mouth, a vein in his forehead bulging ominously.


  “Let’s get one thing straight,” he said. “My dick gets hard, stays hard and fucks well.”


  “Then let’s have it,” I challenged.


  He shook his head and reached out. “Give me my motherfucking shirt, Viv.”


  “No.”


  “Fine.” He narrowed his eyes at me and picked up the leather jacket he’d put on the console table. “I’ll fuckin’ freeze, then.”


  I jogged to the door, my breasts bouncing shamelessly in my bra. Kane scowled at me as I pressed myself against it.


  “You are not walking out on me again.”


  “Don’t do this. I’m not right for you. Just trust me, okay?”


  Something inside me sank hopelessly. I wouldn’t be the only one fighting for this. I stepped aside and crossed my arms over my chest.


  “Okay. But this is the last time. Walk out now and we will never talk again.”


  He closed his eyes and sighed deeply.


  “Viv . . . I just need time.”


  “Time for what?” A horrifying thought took hold. “Are you in another relationship?”


  “No. Fuck no.”


  My eyes filled with tears. Damn him for reeling me in and throwing me back like this.


  “Don’t,” he said softly.


  “Just go. You’ve humiliated me enough.”


  “You don’t know—”


  “Then tell me!” I clenched my hands into fists at my sides. “Fucking tell me or don’t, but stop playing these games.”


  “You want to know the real me?” he challenged bitterly. “The guy who did six years in prison? You want to fuck that guy?”


  I swallowed hard, the silence between us heavy. “Is that it? That’s why you think—”


  “For armed robbery. I pulled a gun on a gas station clerk, Viv. I would’ve done anything for a fix. Anything. You have no idea what it’s like to wonder for all these years whether you would’ve pulled the trigger if the guy hadn’t handed over the money. I think I might’ve.”


  My heart thumped wildly. He’d mentioned drug use in his past, but hearing he might have been willing to kill over it took me aback.


  “You’re not that guy anymore, though,” I said. “You own a business now. We all make mistakes, Kane.”


  He laughed bitterly. “That’s not even the worst of it, Viv.”


  “Then tell me. I want to know.”


  “Why?”


  “I want to know you.”


  He shook his head, his eyes distant now. “You won’t want to anymore. You want it all, Viv? You want everything?”


  His cold mocking of my earlier words made me shudder. I held his gaze and waited.


  “Fine,” he said. “I have a daughter.”


  I felt my eyes widen with surprise. That, I hadn’t expected.


  “A daughter I’ve never met,” he continued. “She’s nine. Lives an hour away and I’ve never even laid eyes on her. I found out I’d gotten a woman pregnant when she came to visit me in jail. It was too late to do better by then. I wasn’t there when my daughter was born. I never held her. I didn’t so much as buy her a single fucking diaper. How much more worthless can a man be?”


  The hard hatred in his eyes was for himself, then. My heart ached for him. I took a deep breath and spoke softly. “What about now? How long have you been out of prison?”


  “Four years. I paid all the back child support I should’ve paid Cori when I was in prison. I didn’t have the money then and had no way to get it. Now I send child support and presents for my daughter’s birthday and Christmas. I don’t have a right to more. Cori raised her alone. She doesn’t owe me shit. Probably hates my guts.”


  The American Girl bag in his closet at work. My heart broke as I realized who it had been for.


  “Cori is . . . ?”


  “The woman I got pregnant. We’d fucked a few times, that was it. Nothing serious. But I owed her a hell of a lot more than she got.”


  “What’s your daughter’s name?”


  His face crumbled with emotion. “Brooklyn.”


  I took another deep breath in and out. It was cold, so I wrapped my arms around myself to ward off the chill. “Okay. What else?”


  Kane scowled at me. “What else?”


  “Yeah. You went to prison for armed robbery, used to do drugs . . . have a daughter. What else?”


  “Are you fucking with me? Like that’s not enough?”


  I rubbed my hands up and down my upper arms to warm myself. “Is there anything else?”


  He gave me a confounded look. “No.”


  “How long has it been since you used drugs?”


  “Ten years. Last time was the day before I got arrested.”


  I nodded. “So you’re clean, you don’t plan to hold up any more gas stations and you support your daughter?”


  “Yeah.”


  “I can live with all that.”


  He drew his brows together and studied me. “What do you mean?”


  “I mean that if you thought knowing those things would scare me off, it doesn’t.”


  “Are you out of your fuckin’ mind?”


  “Everyone makes mistakes.”


  “Mistakes? Abandoning the mother of your child and your child is more than a mistake.”


  “Abandonment is willful. You were incarcerated.”


  He pressed the heel of his hand to his forehead. “Is this because you deal with deadbeat parents in your job every day? Are you just numb to it?”


  “A deadbeat parent is one who doesn’t support their child. And you do.”


  “I’ve never met her.” He gave me an incredulous how am I still inside your apartment right now look.


  “You should do something about that.” I reached for the fuzzy blanket hanging on the back of my couch and wrapped it around my shoulders.


  Kane’s eyes held mine as I walked over to him and wrapped my arms around his neck, bringing the blanket around both of us.


  “I’m glad you told me,” I said softly.


  He let out a ragged breath. “I just never thought . . . you’d still want me. You’re such a good person, Viv.” He wrapped his hands around my waist and I smiled.


  “You are, too. You guard your goodness like a secret. But I see it.”


  He pulled me in close, his eyes brimming with emotion. My breasts pressed against his warm, hard chest just below his heart, where I saw a letter ‘B’ tattooed.


  “For Brooklyn?” I whispered, tracing it with a fingertip.


  He nodded and I stretched up on my toes to kiss him.


  His kiss was hot and hard. Insistent. Demanding. The fire inside me roared back to life. We were hands and mouths and a tangle of desperate need. The blanket fell to the floor, forgotten. He grabbed a handful of my hair and pulled it back, exposing my neck to his hungry mouth. After just a few seconds of trying to unclasp my bra, he muttered a curse and pulled the back straps apart until they gave way with a snap.


  I was breathing hard as he took in my bare breasts, flicking his tongue over one nipple before taking it in his mouth and sucking on it.


  A moan tore free from my mouth as the soft hair of his beard and his warm, wet mouth turned my nipples hard and deliciously sensitive. When he tugged one between his teeth, I sank my nails into his shoulders and cried out for more.


  I tore open the snap of his jeans and fumbled with the zipper, wrapping a hand around his throbbing erection as I pushed his jeans down with my other one.


  “Ah, fuck . . .” He groaned and let out a hard breath against my neck as I stroked him.


  He shook his jeans free from his legs, cupped my bottom with his hands and picked me up. My apartment was small, and he walked us into my bedroom with no direction and set me on the bed, climbing over me. After another long, hard kiss that made me feel the opening notes of an orgasm trembling between my legs, he pulled back and sat on his knees between my legs, looking at me.


  “Spread those legs for me, beautiful,” he said in a low tone. He wrapped a hand around his straight, hard shaft and stroked it.


  I watched him, mesmerized. The ink of his tattoos bespoke the path he’d walked to get to me. A skull and crossbones on his hip. His daughter’s initial on one side of his chest and the words ‘Sine metu’ on the other. I’d learned Latin in college and I knew it meant ‘without fear’.


  And that was how I felt as I drew my legs apart, my eyes never leaving his. In this moment, I was fearless. I wasn’t worried about heartbreak or conscious of my brazen position before Kane.


  I was sexy in his eyes. His raw, primal expression as he stroked himself drove me into a frenzy for him. I needed him and he needed me. Nothing else mattered.


  My hand made its way between my thighs but Kane pulled it away before I could touch myself. I groaned and writhed as I reached for a drawer on my nightstand and withdrew a condom.


  When I handed it to him, he ripped it open and put it on, using his knees to push my thighs even further apart.


  “It’s been a long time for me,” I said softly. “Be gentle.”


  He leaned over me, taking my nipples into his mouth one at a time.


  “I don’t know how to be gentle, Viv. Especially not now.”


  With a single thrust of his hips, he was completely inside me. I gasped loudly and grabbed his shoulders. He filled me so deep I wasn’t sure I could take it, but as soon as he drew back, I wanted more.


  And he gave me more. He never let up, fucking me hard and deep, his fingers laced through mine pressing my hands to the mattress.


  I could only move my hips and legs, and I did, rocking against him and wrapping my legs around his waist. Our groans, skin on skin and the creak of straining bedsprings were the only sounds in the room.


  “Kane,” I cried, panting hard. “Oh, God.”


  I was so close. He moved so perfectly inside me, playing my body like a skilled musician would an instrument. When he kissed me softly, I came apart at the seams, crying out shamelessly as my hands pushed against his, unmoving.


  He groaned deeply, still pumping into me hard and fast. “Fuck. I’m coming, baby.”


  And with one final, shattering thrust, he did, his groan going on and on as he held himself buried in me. His hold on my hands relaxed and I wrapped my arms around him.


  We stayed that way, our sweat mingling as our breathing settled. I’d never felt this kind of satisfaction. It was physical and emotional. A complete release of ourselves into each other.


  It was terrifying and exhilarating all at once.
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  Kane


  I WOKE TO THE SMELL of fresh coffee and the dull sound of Viv’s blow dryer running in her bathroom. A glance at the bedside clock told me it was almost seven.


  How had I slept through her getting out of bed? I was normally a light sleeper. But we’d been up really late last night. Thoughts of Viv moaning beneath me in this very bed just hours ago stiffened my morning wood.


  She walked into the bedroom with just a towel wrapped around her. Damn, she had a hot body. I was hungry to get my hands and mouth back on every curve of it.


  “Good morning,” she said, grinning happily.


  “Mornin’.” I pulled the covers aside. “Come back to bed.”


  She walked over to her closet and went inside, talking to me through the open door. “I wish I could, but I have to be in court at eight-thirty and I have to stop by the office before. You can stay and sleep, though.”


  “I’m gonna go home.” I left the warm bed to go find my clothes. “When can I see you again?” I called from the living room as I put my jeans on.


  “When do you want to see me again?” The smile in her voice made me feel so damn good.


  “Tonight. Can you have dinner with me at the club?”


  “Sure, sounds good.”


  I went into the bathroom and swished some toothpaste around in my mouth so I’d be fit to kiss her goodbye. When I did, I saw a new softness in her eyes.


  Things had changed between us. It was all out in the open now, and she still wanted me. I couldn’t fucking believe it. Her acceptance of my past had shifted something inside me. The sex had been mind-blowing. Like nothing I’d ever experienced.


  I went right home and changed into gym clothes. The gym was open, but no one spoke to me as I lifted weights. I pushed hard, adding extra weights on every set. These feelings inside me were so intense and I needed an outlet.


  What the hell was this? I didn’t just want Viv anymore, I needed her. She made me feel good enough for the first time in my life. She wanted more from me than my body, and I’d never experienced that feeling.


  Now I knew what she meant when she said she wanted everything. So did I. And I knew for sure that she could be my everything. Hell, she pretty much already was. But I had serious doubts about whether I could be hers.
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  Viv


  The next month flew by in a blur of blissful time spent with Kane several nights a week and days spent working, mostly on Henley Cartwright’s case. Marcus had left the chasing of Henley to me, and he wasn’t an easy man to get ahold of or get straight answers from.


  But all that was forgotten when I’d get an unexpected text from Kane. Some days I didn’t even feel tired after only a couple hours of sleep due to a late night dinner and sleepover with him. Incredibly, the sex just kept getting better. Kane had figured out exactly how to drive me wild, and he did, every single time.


  He did things to me in bed no one ever had, and I was discovering what got me going right along with him. Kane kept me guessing, sometimes taking me hard and fast and other times stretching it out for hours at a time. I’d never realized how sensual it was for a man to go so slow I begged for release.


  I’d slept in this Saturday morning, catching up on the sleep I’d lost this week. Every orgasm had been worth it, of course, but it was nice to feel rested when I got up. I grabbed my phone from the nightstand and smiled when I saw two texts from Kane, both sent in the middle of the night.


  Kane: U up? I know I said I wasn’t coming over tonight, but things are under control here and I might.


  Kane: You must be asleep. Call me if you want to have lunch tomorrow.


  I sighed softly and set the phone beside me in bed, wishing he was here. He wasn’t the affectionate type most of the time, except when we were in bed together. After sex and before I had to get up in the morning, he’d run his hands through my hair, say sweet things in my ear and hold me close against his hard, warm chest. He liked to play a game where he drew letters on my back and I had to guess what word it was, but every single time he spelled the word fuck and accused me of trying to get laid again when I guessed it. And every single time, it made me laugh.


  After some coffee and a shower, I went to my hair salon for a blowout and met Cara for an hour of shoe shopping. By then it was after eleven and I decided it would be okay to call Kane. He often went on just a few hours of sleep and I didn’t want to wake him up on one of his only days to sleep without being woken up by my alarm.


  His voice was low and sleepy when he answered. “Hey.”


  “Hey, sorry I woke you up.”


  “No, it’s good. I can’t believe I slept this late. I went to bed at four.”


  “You needed some sleep. I did too.”


  He gave a skeptical grunt. “What I need is you beside me in this bed.”


  “That can be arranged.”


  “Yeah?”


  “Text me your address.”


  There was a pause. “My place is small and . . . bare bones.”


  “Kane. Send me the address.” I smiled at the thought of him in his bed waiting for me. “I’ll be there soon.”


  He sent me the address and I took a cab there, walking around to the alley where he’d told me his door was. When I knocked, he opened it wearing nothing but a pair of black sweatpants.


  “Get that fine ass in here,” he said, stepping aside.


  He was right about his place being small and bare bones. But it was neat and felt just right for him. A king-sized bed anchored the room, its white covers a mess. A leather couch sat at the foot of the bed across from a big-screen TV, so he could watch from the couch or the bed. The kitchen area had compact, stainless appliances and dark granite counters. The kitchen table was small, with just two chairs. The smells of coffee and leather filled the air.


  “I like it,” I said, my gaze wandering to the bicycle hanging from the ceiling in one corner.


  “Thanks.” He handed me a mug of coffee and I took a sip. “Did you get some sleep?”


  “Yes. I’m sorry I slept through your texts last night.”


  “Don’t be, you needed the rest.”


  I looked him up and down, arousal making me warm between my thighs. The intimacy of seeing him here, in his place, was affecting me. His defined upper body muscles didn’t hurt, either.


  “See something you like?” he asked in a teasing tone.


  “Yes.” My cheeks warmed as I admitted my ogling. I set down my shopping bags and cup of coffee. “Sit down on that couch for me, would you?”


  “How ‘bout if you sit on my face instead?”


  I smiled. “Sit down.”


  He did, his legs spread casually as he looked at me, brows arched in a what now expression. I got down on my knees in front of him.


  “Oh, Viv . . .” He groaned as I wrapped my hand around his shaft through his pants. After a few seconds, I reached for his sweats at his hips. He arched up so I could pull them down, and his erection sprang out as I did.


  “Mmm, this is what I want,” I said, licking the head of him gently. His exhale was long and soft, his eyes watching me.


  I ran my tongue over his veined shaft, teasing him for a couple minutes before finally taking all of him into my mouth. His sharp breaths and deep groans helped me quickly discover exactly how fast he liked it.


  Having him in the palm of my hand was intoxicating. His fingers wove through my hair, pulling as I sucked him faster and harder.


  “Jesus . . . Viv.” He groaned as I added my hand, working him up and down with my mouth at the same time.


  Though I didn’t want it to end, I felt him at the edge of release. His muscles tensed and his pull on my hair was hard.


  “Fuuuuck.” He tried to pull back as he started coming, but I took him all the way to the back of my throat, tasting his release.


  It stretched on until his muscles slackened and he released my hair. I eased my mouth away slowly and climbed onto the couch beside him.


  “You just get more and more amazing,” he said, pulling me against him.


  I kissed his chest, contented by the warm strength of his body.


  “Don’t get too comfortable,” he said in my ear. “We’ve got stuff to do.”


  “We do?” I looked up at him, surprised.


  “Yep. And all of it’s happening in my bed. We’re gonna make the guys in the gym next to us so fucking jealous of me.”


  Nothing sounded better than spending the next few hours in bed with him. Kane picked me up, carried me to the bed and tossed me onto it. Delicious anticipation coursed through me. Whatever he had in mind, it would be good.
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  Kane


  I had time sheets spread out across my desk when Jeff knocked on my door and walked in.


  “What’s up?” I asked, glancing at him.


  He sat down in a club chair in front of my desk. “Just haven’t talked to you in a while.”


  “The suites have been booked solid for a couple weeks now and I’m down two servers.” I looked down at the time sheets, where I was working on covering the server who’d quit without notice a couple days ago. “And I haven’t been working as many hours.”


  Jeff smiled and pulled two cigars from an inner pocket of his suit jacket, passing one to me. “Yeah, about that . . . must be going good with you and Viv.”


  I held the cigar a few inches from a nose and inhaled its woodsy hazelnut scent. Nodding my approval at Jeff, I took my cigar cutter from a desk drawer and cut a wedge from the end of my cigar. Then I passed the cutter to him.


  “It is going good with Viv,” I said. “And I’m keeping tabs on what’s happening here when I’m gone. Rosie’s my second set of eyes on the floor.”


  “I’ve been telling you since we bought into this place that you were working yourself into the ground. I’m glad you’re working less. And it’s nice to see you with a girlfriend for once.”


  I grunted and ran my cigar near the edge of my cigar lighter. “I guess that’s what you’d call her. Does that make me her boyfriend?”


  Jeff smiled. “Yep. You guys are like two high school kids in love.”


  I glared at him. “You just keep your goddamn eyes off her, you got it? She’s not like Jen Winslow.”


  “Ah, Jen Winslow.” Jeff grinned. “She was hot as fuck. And having both of us at once was her fantasy. How could I deny her that?”


  “You ever walk in on me and Viv with your dick out and I’ll break your pretty fucking nose. I’m serious. She’s mine.”


  Jeff raised his hands in mock surrender. “Got it. Nothing like having an attorney on standby, right?”


  “I don’t need an attorney these days. Neither should you. You’re good, right?”


  “Hell yes. You know I’m straight now.”


  I nodded and watched my cigar end take on an orange glow. I’d met Jeff in prison, and we’d vowed to go straight and start a business together after we got out. I was released before him, and I’d used that time to work and save some money for us. He was like a brother to me, and even though he’d never shared my bad habit, he supported me in my recovery. I’d been forced to be clean in prison, but after my release I’d had to make a conscious decision every day not to use.


  “I’ve got good news,” Jeff said, taking the lighter I handed to him. “Grissom and Katz are ready to sell their shares in the club to us.”


  “No shit?”


  “No shit. When we buy them out, you’ll be one third owner and I’ll be one third. Together we’ll control a majority.”


  “And hopefully we can buy out the last two shares soon.”


  “I think we’ll be able to, but it’ll cost us. The club’s making a shitload of money. Grissom and Katz were happy to take their buy ins and a nice profit and get out, but the other two are gonna be tougher.”


  I shrugged. “Even if we never buy out the rest, a one-third stake means I’m doubling my take.”


  “Right.” Jeff took a puff on his cigar. “Damn, that’s nice.” He gave me a questioning look. “You’ve got the money, right?”


  “Hell yeah, I’ve got it.”


  “Good.”


  We smoked in silence for a couple minutes before Jeff spoke again.


  “Grayson Marceau got the shit kicked out of him last night. Apparently we’re not the only ones he owes money.”


  His words hit like a punch to my gut. “Who does he owe? Is he okay?”


  “Jackson.”


  I cringed inwardly. Jackson Prince was not a guy to fuck with.


  “Heard he got some teeth knocked out and bled like hell, but got up and walked after somehow,” Jeff said.


  “Stupid asshole.”


  “Yeah. I don’t know what his drug of choice is, but maybe it’s meth. That shit makes people invincible.”


  I cringed again. “Ah, fuck. He’ll end up with sores all over his face and the rest of his teeth will fall out.”


  “What do you care? Guy’s into us for six grand.”


  “He’s Viv’s brother.”


  A pause. “Oh. Shit.”


  “Yeah. Find out how much he owes Jackson for me, will you?”


  “Yeah.”


  We smoked in silence some more. I was lost in my own thoughts. I didn’t give a fuck about Grayson, but he was Viv’s brother. What mattered to her mattered to me. For Viv, I’d do just about anything. Even give her worthless brother the help he obviously needed.


  [image: ]


  Viv


  I was warm, sleepy and happier than I’d ever been. Kane was wrapped around me under the covers of my bed, my back to his chest. His arm was tucked beneath my breasts and his leg was thrown over mine. I loved being this close to him, with nothing between our bare skin. The smells of sweet cigar smoke and leather were on me now, and I didn’t want to wash his scent away in the shower.


  For now, I didn’t have to. I wasn’t going in to work until noon today, and Kane and I were making the most of our lazy morning. The brush of his lips and beard on my neck, as well as the thick erection resting in the crook of my backside, told me he’d be ready for a break from relaxing soon. And I was always ready for more of him.


  “Be right back. I gotta piss,” Kane said gruffly, his warmth sliding out from next to me.


  I pulled the covers tighter around me to make up for the loss of him. My apartment got drafty in the winter. I’d never had a sexy man in my bed to make up for it on cold mornings.


  Kane walked back into my bedroom and I drank him in. Damn. He was nothing but tall lines of cut muscle, dark swirls of tattoos and a trail of black hair that led from his chest down to the impressive semi-erect member between his legs.


  He saw me looking and his gaze darkened hungrily. My eyes stopped on the ‘B’ over his pectoral muscle.


  “I saw her picture in your office,” I said softly. “Brooklyn, I mean.”


  He nodded. “Cori sends me pictures.”


  I turned to my side and faced him, shivering as he pulled the covers aside and slipped back into bed. “Have you ever asked to see her?”


  “No. Seems like a dick move when I’m a stranger to her.”


  “That’s because you couldn’t have seen her from inside a prison.”


  He sighed heavily. “Yeah, but that’s no fuckin’ excuse, Viv. You think a kid gets that her dad’s never been around because he was in prison? She just knows I’ve never been around.”


  I leaned up on my elbow. “So try. If you’re able to talk to Cori, ask. It’s clear you love Brooklyn and want to be in her life.”


  “I haven’t talked to Cori in ten years.” Kane was laying on his back, staring at the ceiling, his voice hard and cold. “I send her money and she mails pictures back to the address I sent the money from. That’s it.”


  “I know it would be hard to ask,” I said, reaching out and laying a hand on his chest. “But you can—”


  “You don’t know.” His bitter tone made me withdraw my hand. “You don’t have a fucking clue what it’s like to let your own flesh and blood down on a level like this. It feels so simple to you because you’re good. Who have you ever disappointed?”


  He turned and gave me an accusatory scowl. I pulled the covers up over my chest.


  “I’m far from perfect,” I said. “And I see cases like this in my job. I don’t think you’d ever be sorry you tried, even if it doesn’t work. When you come face to face with Brooklyn one day, don’t you want to be able to at least say you tried?”


  His expression darkened with an anger I hadn’t seen since the first night I met him, when he confronted Eric in the alley.


  “She doesn’t need a fuckup like me in her life. What the hell kind of father would I be?”


  “It’s not a hypothetical. You are a father, Kane. And I think you’d be a lot better than you think, if you’d just try. All children should know their parents want to be with them.”


  He shot out of the bed and I drew back with surprise.


  “Stop fucking pushing me,” he said in a raised voice. “I never asked you to save me. That’s not why I told you about her.”


  “You told me because you thought I’d push you away when I knew. You tend to assume the worst about people.”


  “Yeah, well, live and learn.” He picked his jeans up from the floor and stepped into them.


  “You’re leaving? Over this?”


  “I need to go anyway. I’ve got shit to do.”


  “Kane.”


  He glared at me. “What?”


  “I said it because I care. Not to piss you off.”


  He sighed with exasperation. “I know. But thinking about calling Cori up gives me serious heartburn, Viv. What the fuck would I say? Hey, I know I’ve been absent for ten years, but can I pick Brooklyn up this weekend? She’ll tell me to fuck off.”


  “She doesn’t have to give permission. If she refuses to let you see your daughter, you can take her to court to exercise your rights. You’re her father, and you have rights.”


  He shook his head and pulled his t-shirt on over his head. “I wouldn’t know the first thing about any of that.”


  “I do. Perks of sleeping with a family law attorney.”


  “Drop it, Viv.” He wouldn’t look at me as he sat down and laced up his boots. “I don’t deserve to be part of her life.”


  “She deserves it, though.” I said it so softly I wasn’t even sure he heard me.


  “I have to go.” He slid into his leather jacket, still not looking at me.


  I laid back down and pulled the covers up to my chest. “I’m not saying goodbye to you like it’s okay for you to go. It’s not. You can’t keep walking out on me when things are emotionally tough.”


  “It’s almost ten. We’ve been in bed since three. I’ve got shit to do.”


  “Guess I’ll see you when your mood clears,” I said in a clipped tone.


  “Whatever the fuck that means. I’m leaving.”


  He walked out then, the sound of the door closing making me sigh sadly. I wrapped myself up in a blanket to go lock it and then laid back down, my bed now feeling cold and empty.
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  Kane


  THANKSGIVING WAS STILL TWO WEEKS away, but the city was covered in wreaths and bells and fake Santas. I scowled at one who was holding a bucket out toward me in hopes of a donation.


  “For the needy,” he said, his voice slurred. Between that and the brown paper sack sitting with his shit in front of a downtown building, I knew he was looking to drum up cash for the next bottle of booze.


  “Fuck off,” I snapped. “Go sleep it off and take the suit off, for Christ’s sake. You want kids walking by to think Santa’s a drunk?”


  He waved a hand and moved on to the next passerby.


  I jammed my hands into the pockets of my leather jacket. Unfortunately, I didn’t have any shit to do. Viv had seen through my lie but I’d left anyway. And now I was pacing the streets in the freezing ass cold.


  I’d be a disappointment to Brooklyn. Hell, I already was a disappointment. I’d missed everything. Failed her at every turn. Every picture Cori sent me was like opening an old wound, and it cut a little deeper each time. She got older and prettier. No more ribbons in her hair and gaps in her teeth in the most recent photo. Brooklyn was growing up, and I’d still never once hugger her or even looked into her eyes.


  The laughter of a little girl on the street up ahead caught my attention. She wore a white coat and a pink stocking cap and walked in between a man and a woman who each held one of her hands.


  “Daddy, look!” she cried, letting go of his hand to point at an elaborate Christmas display in a store window. A train wound its way through a setup that looked like the North Pole, complete with elves building toys.


  The man picked her up and held her on his hip so she could get a closer look. She bounced with excitement, pointing out every last detail of the display to him.


  “And the lights! Look, Daddy,” she said.


  “I see. Pretty cool, isn’t it?”


  She turned to him and grinned, her eyes shining with happiness. It tore at my heart. Viv’s words echoed in my mind.


  She deserves it.


  She did. My daughter deserved to know I wanted to see her more than I’d ever wanted anything. Even if I never got to. Even if Cori cussed me into next week. Even if Brooklyn didn’t want to see me, I wanted her to know how much she meant to me. What if she thought I didn’t care? Or that I’d forgotten her?


  Nothing was more painful than those thoughts. I wanted Brooklyn to know this was all my fault, not hers. That she was as perfect as a little girl could ever be.


  I’d been so shitty to Viv. I needed to apologize. But first, I had a few stops to make.
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  Viv


  I got up a bit before eleven and showered, dried my hair and dressed for work. It was all I could do not to call Kane and continue our argument. I wanted to be with him. He made me feel things and want things I’d never known possible. Kane touched me in ways that were more than physical.


  But if we were going to make it, we had to be able to disagree without him walking out on me. Staying when things were uncomfortable was hard for him, but when he left it made me feel like he didn’t care enough to stay and work things out.


  I was finishing up my makeup when a knock sounded at my door. I sighed softly with relief. He was back to work things out, and that meant everything to me.


  When I opened the door with a hopeful smile, I was taken aback to see not Kane, but Grayson standing out in the foyer.


  “Hey, Viv,” he said sheepishly. “I wasn’t sure I’d catch you.”


  “Hi.” My smile slipped away as I remembered our last encounter, when he’d thrown me out of his apartment.


  “Can I come in?”


  “What do you want? I’m leaving for work soon.”


  He kicked the ground. “I just wanted to talk.”


  His hair was damp from a shower and he wore clean clothes. Even though I was mad at him, it was a relief to see him looking more like himself.


  “I have a few minutes,” I said, stepping aside.


  Grayson sat down on my couch, his shoulders slumped and his elbows resting on his knees.


  “So about the other day . . . you’re right. I do have a problem.”


  I sat down on my coffee table so we were face to face. “It takes a lot of strength to admit that. I’m proud of you.”


  He sighed heavily. “Yeah. I don’t know what’s gonna happen. I don’t know how to get on top of it.”


  “What have you been using?”


  His eyes flicked to mine and then back to the floor and he shook his head. “You know . . . coke, mostly.”


  “That’s an expensive habit, Gray.”


  His laughter held no humor. “Don’t I know it. Cleaned me out. I will pay you back that five hundred bucks, Viv. I just need to get back on my feet.”


  “I’m not worried about the money. Do you still have your job?”


  “Ah . . . technically. But I think I’ll get fired any moment now.”


  “Go on a medical leave. Stay with Mom and Dad for a few weeks or go to rehab in Indy.”


  He recoiled. “Rehab? I’m not a junkie or anything.”


  “Rehab is for kicking addiction. And you’re addicted.”


  “I don’t know. I’m just staying home and away from the bad influences for now.”


  I patted his thigh. “I guess that’s a start. You’ve taken the first step.”


  “Yeah.”


  “Hey,” I said, glancing at my watch, “I’m sorry, but I have to get to work. I’ve got a twelve-fifteen meeting.”


  Grayson nodded and stood up. “I’m just gonna use your bathroom and I’ll take off after that.”


  “We can share a cab. I’ll pay.”


  He shook his head. “Nah, I think walking’s good for me right now. Gives me time to think.”


  “Okay.”


  I went into the kitchen and packed my water bottle and some fruit into my bag. Kane’s water glass sat on my counter. He liked my oldest, heaviest glass and I always washed it and returned it to its spot on the counter for him. Looking at it right now brought me down. I opened the counter and set it inside.


  “Hey, thanks for the talk,” Grayson said, sticking his head around the corner to look at me. “I’m out.”


  “Be careful. And safe. Call me if you need to talk, okay? Or come back over. I’m here for you.”


  He nodded and zipped up his coat. “Thanks, Vivi.”


  He hadn’t called me that since we were kids. Hearing it made me smile.


  Grayson left and I grabbed my phone to check my email. I had to return one and call the office about another one. When I got off the phone, I headed for the door with my stuff but stopped when I remembered I hadn’t finished my mascara or put on my jewelry because I’d stopped to answer the door.


  I put my bags down and went to the bathroom to finish. Mascara applied, necklace fastened . . . but why couldn’t I find my watch? I always left it on the shelf near the sink with my other few pieces of jewelry.


  After searching the floor, medicine cabinet and even taking a desperate peek inside the toilet, I panicked. That watch was precious to me. It was the last Christmas gift my grandma had given me before she passed away from cancer.


  I was near tears when I felt a sick lurch in my stomach. I met my own gaze in the mirror.


  Grayson. My brother had stolen my watch.
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  I was a mess when I got to work. I’d cried on the subway ride here. The loss of the watch cut deep, but knowing Grayson would lie to my face about wanting to get better and then steal from me was worse.


  After this, I couldn’t even let him into my apartment anymore. I felt a crushing sadness. My instinct was to call Kane and talk to him about it. He wouldn’t talk much, he rarely did, but just having him listen would make me feel better.


  But screw him. Grayson wasn’t the only one who’d let me down today.


  I sat down at my desk and touched up the eye makeup I’d cried off. I was finishing it up when my phone dinged with a text. I picked it up and saw that Grayson had returned my text.


  I’d sent a message on the subway that said ‘Bring back my watch or we’re done.’


  His return message made my skin crawl.


  Grayson: I can’t. You don’t understand. I’ll replace it Viv.


  I typed a furious message back.


  Me: Gram gave me that watch. You sell it for drug money and I’ll never forgive you.


  Grayson: I’m sorry.


  More angry tears were welling in my eyes. My office phone rang and I picked it up.


  “Hey, Viv. You okay?”


  It was Charlene, the secretary I shared with another attorney. She was always looking out for me.


  “Yeah, I’m okay,” I said. “Thanks.”


  “Ben Broadwell just emailed me to say he can’t make the twelve-fifteen meeting.”


  I sighed with relief. “Okay. Did he reschedule?”


  “He’s getting in touch later about it. And Viv?”


  “Hmm?”


  “There’s someone on the way to your office. I didn’t catch his name. He wouldn’t take no for an answer and said—”


  Kane came into view through the glass door to my office, his expression absent his trademark scowl.


  “It’s okay, Charlene,” I said. “He’s here. I’ll see him.”


  “Okay.” She hung up and Kane opened my office door.


  “Hey. You busy?”


  I crossed my arms across my chest. “No. Why?”


  He walked in and closed the door behind him. I glanced at the big brown paper bag he carried.


  “You were right.” He looked at me and waited.


  “Yeah.” I was emotionally wiped out and didn’t have anything else to say.


  Kane came over to my desk and leaned the backs of his legs against the side I sat on, looking down at me. He put two fingers under my chin and tipped my face up, our eyes locking.


  “You’re upset,” he said.


  “Yeah,” I repeated.


  He took me by surprise by getting down on his knees next to my chair and taking my hands in his.


  “I’m sorry I left. You were right . . . about Brooklyn and about me walking out. I’m trying to make it right by coming here.”


  I reached for his cheek and cupped it, brushing my thumb over his dark beard.


  “Okay. Next time don’t walk out.”


  “I won’t.”


  I sighed heavily. “I was feeling bad earlier because of you leaving, but then things got worse.”


  He drew his brows together with concern. “How?”


  “Grayson came over. He looked better, like he’d showered. He admitted he has a problem and . . . anyway, I thought we were making progress but then he used my bathroom before he left and I realized about ten minutes later that he stole my watch.”


  Kane’s gaze iced over. “He stole from you?”


  I nodded miserably. “It was a Bulgari. Probably worth quite a lot. It was my grandma’s last Christmas gift to me before she died.”


  “Damn, Viv. I’m sorry. Does Grayson know that?”


  “He knows. He was there when I opened it. Probably already pawned the pocket watch she gave him. Plus I texted him on my way here and reminded him. I’m not getting it back.”


  “That fucking asshole.” Kane’s expression was grim.


  “That watch is priceless to me. I’ve worn it every day since Gram gave it to me. She was so happy when I opened it and . . .” My throat tightened. “I’m just pissed. I feel like a doormat.”


  “You’re not.” Kane wrapped his hands around my hips, still kneeling in front of the chair I sat in. “This isn’t your fault, babe. Grayson would do anything for his next fix.”


  “But that’s so low . . . even for him.”


  “Doesn’t get much douchier than that.”


  I laughed and opened my arms to him.


  “What?” He cocked a brow.


  “The word douchier. Now hold me to make up for this morning.”


  He pulled me close and spoke in my ear. “I’ll hold you all you want, but I also brought you something.”


  “You did?” I pulled back and looked at the sack he’d left on my desk.


  Kane got up and reached into the sack. “Remember when we were out walking a couple weeks ago and we stopped at that bakery? You tried a chocolate and I thought you were gonna come right there in the store.”


  “Hey.” I swatted his thigh. “I wasn’t that into it.”


  “You were all ooooh. Mmmmm. Yes.”


  “Okay, maybe. It was really good chocolate. Anyway. . . .”


  “I got you a whole box.” He pulled out a long white box with a red bow tied around it.


  “Oh, Kane.” I took the box and smiled up at him. “That was so sweet. Thank you so much. I’m gonna eat the hell out of these.”


  He reached into the sack again, pulling out another box. “This, too.”


  “You shouldn’t have.” I shook my head. “I mean, you should have on the chocolates. I’m keeping those. But nothing else.”


  “Just open it,” he growled, thrusting the box at me.


  “Okay.” I pulled the gold wrapping paper from a small box and found a beautiful black and gray scarf inside. “Oh, this is gorgeous. You bought this? For me?”


  He shrugged. “I know a lady who owns a boutique. She wraps Brooklyn’s presents for me. She said you’d like it.”


  “I do. I love it. Thank you.”


  He reached into the bag again.


  “Kane, no. Seriously. I don’t want you thinking you have to spend a bunch of money to get my forgiveness. You have it, okay?”


  His face fell. “Okay. That’s good, but . . . I wanted to buy you these things. I’m no fucking good at saying stuff.”


  I stood and cupped both his cheeks in my hands. “Let’s work on that instead of you buying me presents.”


  “You don’t want this, then?” He pulled out a small blue box.


  “Tiffany?” I pressed my lips together, trying to stay strong. “Whatever’s in that box, I don’t need it. I just need you.”


  “What if you can have both?”


  I considered. “Well . . . maybe. I mean, if we agreed that you won’t buy me anything else for a very long time. That can be my Christmas present.”


  He smiled and handed me the box. “Just open it.”


  I did, relishing the moment. It had been years since I’d had a relationship so serious it involved gifts. And I’d only gotten a nice coffee bean grinder out of that one.


  The necklace made my heart skip a beat. On the delicate silver chain was a pendant; a lower case letter ‘k’ with sparkling inlaid diamonds.


  “The saleslady said I should get you a ‘v’, but I liked this idea better. To remind you . . . you know. And this way when some asshole strikes up a conversation by asking about your necklace, you can tell him the ‘k’ stands for me.”


  “Or ‘kill’?” I smiled and ran my fingers over the pendant.


  “Yeah, that’s good too, since I’ll kill ‘em if they touch you.”


  “Oh, Kane.”


  “You can’t say that here, Viv,” he said in a low tone. “You know what that does to me.”


  “Well, you had me naked and willing this morning,” I reminded him.


  “Fuck.” He rolled his eyes up at the ceiling.


  “This is so beautiful. Thank you.” I leaned up and kissed him. “Will you put it on me?”


  “Yeah.”


  I took the necklace out and handed it to him, sweeping my hair up to make room for him to clasp it. He fumbled with it for a few seconds.


  “The fuck is this thing?” he grumbled. “It’s the smallest shit I’ve ever seen. I can’t even get my thumb on it.”


  “I’ll have Cara do it.”


  “Okay.” He handed it back to me. “I have to go, I’ve got a meeting at the bank.”


  I turned to look at him. “I’m so glad you came by. I feel so much better.”


  He kissed me softly. “Me too. Can you have dinner with me at the club tonight? To celebrate?”


  “Celebrate what?”


  “I’m about to buy out one of the other Six investors. I’ll own a one-third stake after this meeting.”


  “Kane! That’s fantastic. Why didn’t you tell me?”


  “I just did.”


  “I mean sooner. That’s the best news.”


  He shrugged. “I meant to, but you distracted me with your body.”


  “Yes on dinner. I can’t wait.”


  “Maybe, uh . . .” He stroked a hand over his beard, his nervous habit. “Maybe we can also talk about me trying to see Brooklyn?”


  My heart leapt with excitement. “Yes, we can.”


  “Come whenever you can. I’ll see you then.”


  He kissed me again and left, giving me a crooked, heart-melting smile on his way out the door.


  I sat back down, opening the chocolates and sighing happily as the first one melted in my mouth.


  “So,” Cara said, appearing in my office with a huge grin. “He came to see you here?”


  “Yeah. He was in a mood when he left this morning, so he came to apologize.”


  “With a Tiffany box?” She was eyeing my desk. “Damn, girl, you’ve got him wrapped around your little finger.”


  “I’m really into him, too, you know.”


  “The paralegals were hitting on him in the lobby. It was so funny.”


  It didn’t sound funny to me. I felt a stab of possessiveness. Still holding the necklace, I held it out to Cara. “Will you put this on for me?”


  She came around my desk and took it. “K? Oh, no. No, no, no. That is too sickeningly sweet.”


  “Shut up and put it on me.”


  “I can’t believe things are this serious between you guys.”


  “I don’t know why not. He’s the best man I’ve ever been with.”


  She made a skeptical humming sound. “You just seemed like an odd match. But I’m happy for you.”


  “Thanks. What about you? Are you still seeing that guy from the club?”


  “I am.” She fastened my necklace and came back around to the front of my desk.


  “When do I get to hear about him?”


  “Soon.”


  “Okay.” I held out the box of chocolates and she took one. “Sit.”


  She did. “Holy shit, that’s good.”


  “I know, right?” I took a deep breath. “So I’m going to need your help with something.”


  “Okay.”


  “This is confidential.”


  She nodded and waited for me to continue.


  “Kane has a daughter he’s never met. She’s nine. It’s a long story. She lives with her mother about an hour from here. He wants to request some sort of visitation. Will you—”


  “Of course. And pro bono, of course. I’ll do whatever he needs.”


  “Thanks.”


  “I’m gonna need another chocolate.”


  I handed her the box. She’d just agreed to take on a case that would’ve billed thousands for nothing, so it was the least I could do. This had to work out. I’d planted the idea of Kane trying to meet his daughter, and if it blew up, I’d feel responsible. For now, all I could do was hope Cori was receptive to Brooklyn meeting him. And more importantly, that Brooklyn wanted it, too.


  [image: ]


  Kane


  WHO THE HELL IS THAT guy?


  I paused and took a second look at my reflection in the mirror above my bathroom sink in the club. How long had it been since I’d actually looked at myself? I’d avoided it for so long because what I saw was a man who was pissed off at the world and hated himself.


  But something was different now. For one, I had a head full of short, dark hair. Shaving it bald had been part of making myself unapproachable. A guy with tats, a bald head and a permanent scowl who’s as likely to rip you a new asshole as say hello isn’t someone people even want to make eye contact with.


  And my appearance hadn’t changed much, besides the hair. But I saw something so much different in the mirror.


  I was with an amazing woman. I was trying to find a way into Brooklyn’s life. I was now one-third owner of one of New York’s hottest, most successful clubs.


  It was worth. I saw a shred of worth looking back at me in my reflection. Given that I’d grown up with a dad who took off and never came back and a mom who slept with anything that moved and mostly ignored me, I’d never been told I’d amount to much.


  Maybe I would, though.


  A knock at my door snapped my trance.


  “Yeah?” I called, walking back into my office.


  “The champagne you requested, sir,” said Julio, one of my servers. He carried a stainless bucket with a bottle on ice.


  “Perfect. On the table’s good,” I said.


  He set it on the small table for two I’d had set up in my office. My rooms upstairs were booked so solid that I couldn’t even get one for dinner with Viv. We’d make do in here. All that mattered was that we got to be alone.


  “I’ll text you when I’m ready for the first course,” I said. “No interruptions tonight.”


  Julio nodded, looking frozen in place. His hands were balled into fists at his sides.


  “You okay, man?” I asked.


  He swallowed hard before answering. “Yes, sir.”


  “You nervous? You’re not like this with customers, are you?”


  “No, sir. No, I’m not. I am nervous because I really need this job and . . . you know.”


  I cocked a brow in amusement. “No, what?”


  “I don’t want to make you mad.”


  That should’ve made me feel like shit, but I found it funny.


  “Listen, Julio. I’ve got good news for you. My woman’s coming here to celebrate and I’m in a great mood. Nothing’s bringing me down tonight.”


  His shoulders dropped slightly with relief. “That’s great.”


  “You’re solid, man. Just keep up the good work and you’ve got nothing to worry about, okay?”


  He almost smiled and his cheeks reddened slightly. “Thank you, sir. I’ll await your text.”


  When he went to the door, I heard a rich, sweet voice greeting him.


  “Hi, I’m Viv.”


  He paused before answering. “Hello. I’m Julio and I’ll be your server tonight.”


  “Okay. Well, nice to meet you, Julio.”


  “Yes, ma’am.”


  Viv walked into my office and closed the door, leaning against it. “He’s scared to death,” she whispered. “Am I scary?”


  “No, but apparently I am.” I went to her and brushed a thumb down her jaw line. “Can you believe anyone would be intimidated by me?”


  She laughed and slid her hands beneath the bottom of my t-shirt, her soft hands resting on my bare skin. Every touch from her, even an innocuous one, unleashed my sexual desire.


  “Do you have any idea how fucking amazing you make me feel?” I asked, kissing the spot beneath her ear that made her moan.


  “Mmm, not half as amazing as you make me feel.” She slid her hands up my back beneath my shirt.


  I needed her. Now.


  As I moved my hand up her thigh, she let out a soft gasp. She kissed me, her tongue brushing across mine softly. It was all the encouragement I needed. I led her over to my desk, shoving the stack of papers there to the floor.


  I spun her around and ran my hand over her round, firm ass. She put her palms on the surface of the desk and I unzipped her skirt, sliding it past her hips and letting it drop to the floor. Her jacket and the silky shirt beneath it were next.


  Seeing her bent over my desk in nothing but a red bra and panties had my cock throbbing in my jeans. I unzipped them and took it out, stroking it as I ran a hand over the smooth fabric of Viv’s panties.


  She let out another gasp as I lowered her panties to the floor, helped her step out of them and got down on my knees. Her ass was so fucking beautiful. I grabbed two handfuls of it and ordered her to spread her feet further apart.


  When she did it I took in her sweet, luscious scent. I put a finger inside her wet pussy and she moaned. Then I added another one and she rocked her hips, fucking my fingers in a rhythm that made my pulse pound.


  I withdrew my fingers and she groaned with frustration.


  “Lay down,” I demanded. “Get rid of the bra.”


  She obeyed and I watched her, overcome with how unbelievably fucking hot my woman was. Spread out on my desk, her chest moving up and down in anticipation, nipples hard and pink, eyes locked on me as I undressed.


  “You want me, babe?” I asked as I pulled a condom from the pocket of my jeans and rolled it on.


  “Mmm, yes.”


  I slid her ass down to the edge of the desk and took hold of her ankles, keeping them in the air as I thrust my cock deep inside her. It was perfect. I took her hard and fast just like that and she held onto the sides of my desk for support.


  I wanted more, but I could feel her pussy starting to spasm around me. She was about to come hard, and I couldn’t make her wait for it. I gave it to her faster, my balls slapping her ass with every thrust, and her eyes never left mine as she moaned through sealed lips, trying not to be too loud.


  As soon as she was done, I squeezed her ankles and came myself, holding back a hard groan. She gave me a half-smile, her eyes sleepy with satisfaction.


  I never got enough of her. It was the way I’d felt about coke before prison. Much of life was spent just waiting for my next fix.


  The desperation and willingness to do violence weren’t there, but then, I’d never been subjected to withdrawal from Viv. If anyone ever tried to take her from me, I’d do whatever I had to do to stop them.
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  Viv


  A FEW DAYS LATER, I was laying eyes on Kane for the first time since our dinner in his office, but it wasn’t making me as happy as I’d expected it to.


  Oh, hell no. I wasn’t having any of this.


  Samantha, one of the paralegals at my office, was giving Kane a coy smile. He stood near Charlene’s desk, right on time for our meeting. But he couldn’t get to my office since Samantha had her hooks in him.


  “You must lift weights,” she said, her eyes wide as she squeezed his bicep. “Oh my gosh, it’s so hard.”


  I picked up my pace and covered the rest of the distance between me and Kane.


  “Samantha,” I said sternly.


  “Oh. Sorry.”


  “You ought to be. Keep your hands to yourself.” I glared at her. “Get back to work.”


  Amusement flickered across Kane’s face, but he cleared his throat to cover it. I cocked my head in the direction of my office and he followed.


  He walked in behind me and closed the door. “You’ve got a possessive streak, babe.”


  “She was grabbing you. Acting like a bitch in heat.”


  I grabbed a handful of his t-shirt and led him to a corner of my office that couldn’t be seen through the glass door. As soon as I slid my hands around the back of his neck¸ he cupped my backside and squeezed, giving me a hungry look.


  “I’ve missed you,” he said, kissing me softly and tugging my lower lip between his teeth.


  My body warmed in response to him, which felt forbidden in my office.


  “Sorry I’ve been so tired,” I said.


  “You’ve been working long hours. It’s understandable.”


  “You work long hours, too.”


  He pulled back a little and looked at me. “Yeah, but if I don’t come over til after midnight, I expect you’ll be tired.”


  I sighed and nodded. I’d been coming in early and staying late every day, catching up on the workload I’d already had when I took on the Cartwright case and also working on that one. Marcus had apparently taken me onto the case so I could do most of the work and he could take the credit. But such was life for a young attorney.


  “We’ve got five minutes til the meeting,” Kane said in a low tone.


  I smiled and ran a hand up from his neck into his short hair. “I think Cara’s ready for us now, actually.”


  His body stiffened and I realized how nervous he must be.


  “Is this gonna be good or bad?” he asked. “I can handle it, just tell me.”


  “I honestly don’t know. Let’s go find out together.”


  Nodding somberly, he pulled away and we left my office, making the short walk to Cara’s three doors down the hall. I knocked once and opened the door.


  “Ready?”


  She looked up from her computer and took her reading glasses off. “Yeah. Come on in.”


  We went in and I closed the door. Cara had the blinds inside her glass office door drawn, so we had privacy. Kane and I both took a chair in front of Cara’s desk and she looked between us.


  “I’ve had a couple conversations with Corinne Martindale’s counsel,” Cara said. I tried to read her expression, because I could usually tell whether it was good or bad news. But I was getting nothing.


  “Miss Martindale was surprised by our request,” Cara said, focusing on Kane. “She was shook up at first. I think her initial reaction was fear that you want to seek joint custody.”


  “No.” Kane looked pained. “I didn’t mean to—”


  “I know. And I had explained your intentions clearly. But she was still upset by it. I explained to her counsel again that this is nothing more than what it appears to be. That you’d like a meeting with your daughter, but you don’t want to upset Miss Martindale or your daughter.”


  I took Kane’s hand and he squeezed mine back, hard.


  “She said a visit isn’t a good idea,” Cara said softly.


  I heard Kane’s deep, disappointed exhale. It was all I could do not to jump Cara. She was more tenacious than this. It was one of the reasons I’d asked her to take the case.


  Cara continued. “I reminded her counsel that you’re paid to date on child support, Mr. Kane. You’ve actually paid more than you were court ordered to pay. And you’ve been a law-abiding citizen with no legal issues since your release from prison. Your parole officer vouched for you. I pretty much told her counsel they will be seeing us in court if she makes no concessions.”


  “I really don’t want it to come to that,” Kane said, shaking his head. “Cori’s just looking out for Brooklyn.”


  “Well, Miss Martindale came back with an offer to allow the meeting as long as she can also be present.”


  Kane went still. I held my breath as I processed Cara’s words.


  “That’s good,” I said softly. “That means he gets to meet her. How do you feel about Cori being there?”


  I turned to Kane. He took his hand away from mine and buried his face in his hands, his elbows resting on his knees. All he could do was nod.


  I smiled at Cara, tears blurring my vision. “That’s it then? Any more strings?”


  She shook her head. “No. I have her phone number and we’ve agreed that a neutral location is best.”


  “Got it.”


  Kane’s wide shoulders were shaking now. I met Cara’s gaze and she got up from her desk and slipped out of the room, closing the door behind her.


  I blinked and let my tears escape, brushing them away with my fingers. Kane was breathing deeply when I got to my knees in front of him, his chest rising and falling with each inhale and exhale. I put my hands on his forearms, needing to touch him.


  “It’s happening,” I said. “You get to meet her.”


  His big body shook with the effort of holding back a sob. I pulled his hands away from his face and kissed the tears on his cheeks that hadn’t disappeared into his beard yet. He wrapped his arms around me and pulled me to him, holding me fiercely close. I rubbed a hand over his back as he buried his face in my neck and cried.


  I was in love with him. The realization hit me hard and sure. This was one of the best moments of my life, sharing something so deep and emotional with him.


  “Fuck.” His voice was muffled by my hair. “I’m sorry.”


  “Don’t apologize for this. It’s a huge thing, Kane. You’re meeting Brooklyn.”


  He tightened his grip on me again. “I can’t believe it. I never expected this. I wanted to be able to say I tried, like you said, but . . . I can’t believe this is real.”


  “It’s real. And I’m a complete puddle of feelings right now, too. I need you to come over tonight.”


  “You know it. I have to make up for crying with some rough sex, baby.”


  We both laughed and kept holding on. I wanted to tell him how much I loved him right now, but it didn’t feel like the right time. This moment was about him and Brooklyn.


  Kane was haunted by his past. I’d never known what it meant to love someone so much that healing their pain was just as cathartic as healing your own. But right now, I felt light and free and hopeful. Kane was getting the chance he deserved.
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  Kane


  My arms were locked around Viv and I couldn’t make myself let go. I closed my eyes and took in the warm, exotic scent of her perfume. She nestled against me and I buried my face in her soft hair.


  “I’m so fucking nervous,” I admitted.


  “Of course you are. It’ll be okay, though, I promise.”


  “I still can’t believe it’s happening. All because of you.”


  “Not just me. You, too.”


  I shook my head slightly. “No, Viv. It’s you. You make me believe in things. I never did before.”


  “You make me believe in things, too.” She pulled back and smiled up at me. “Now go meet your little girl. And call me as soon as you can.”


  I kissed her and went to the door of her apartment, looking over my shoulder again before I walked out. Damn, she was so beautiful. Inside as much as out. I was one lucky bastard.


  My stomach was in a knot the whole drive to the diner outside the city where I was meeting Cori and Brooklyn. I kept reminding myself this might not go well. Cori might be openly pissed off at me. Brooklyn might be scared of me. We might just look at each other in silence.


  But even if all that happened, I’d still get to see her. I was about to see my daughter. My eyes welled with emotion at the thought.


  By the time I pulled into the diner’s parking lot, I was almost shaking with nervousness. I laughed at myself. All the guys I’d roughed up in my life and a nine-year-old girl had me terrified. But this little girl meant everything to me.


  I was early, so I sat in a booth and waited. I’d almost finished a cup of coffee when the front door swung open and Cori walked in. She had the same slender, petite build and long light brown hair. When she held the door open for someone else, my heart felt like it was about to pound right out of my chest.


  I knew what Brooklyn looked like from the pictures, but still, seeing the resemblance in person knocked the wind out of me. She had glossy black hair that fell past her shoulders and dark eyes. And when those eyes turned on me, I had to swallow back the lump in my throat.


  “Hi, Kane,” Cori said softly.


  I got out of the booth and nodded at her. “Hey, Cori.” Then I bent down to my knees, putting myself at eye level with my daughter.


  “Brook, this is your dad,” Cori said. “Can you say hi to him?”


  “Hi,” Brooklyn said, edging closer to Cori.


  “Hi.” I cleared my throat. “Thanks for coming. Both of you.”


  The waitress flew over to the table, unaware of the emotional weight of the moment she was interrupting.


  “Drinks, you two? And a kids’ menu?”


  “Sure,” Cori said, letting Brooklyn slide into the booth. “Coffee and a Sprite.”


  Brooklyn was looking at me. Taking in the details. I often wished I’d done a better job of memorizing my own father before he took off. I couldn’t for the life of me remember the details of what he’d looked like anymore.


  “So.” I sighed deeply. “I just need to say thanks, Cori, for allowing this. It means so much to me.” I turned my attention to Brooklyn. “And I also need to say that the reason I missed out on being part of your life . . .” I cleared my throat, trying to keep myself under control. “It’s all my fault. It was never because of you.”


  “My mom said that, too. She said you couldn’t see me but . . . you still love me.”


  Her sweet voice and the words she spoke gripped my chest and squeezed like a vice. I made a tight fist beneath the table, forcing myself not to cry.


  “I do,” I said, looking at Cori with more gratitude than I’d ever be able to express. “I always have. I mean, you’re about the best little girl anyone could ask for.”


  She smiled. Fucking smiled at me. If I died in this moment, I’d die happy.


  “Thanks for the dolls,” she said. “I have them on a shelf in my room.”


  “You’re welcome.”


  The waitress slid drinks and two more menus onto the table and left silently.


  “So how have you been?” I asked Cori.


  “Good. I went to nursing school and I work in a Palliative Care facility now.”


  I looked at Cori’s ring finger, not because I cared about her relationship status, but because I wanted to know if my daughter had a stepfather. She didn’t have a ring. I felt relief mixed with a twinge of sadness. If Brooklyn had never had a father figure, I wanted to do everything I could to be the man she deserved.


  “What grade are you in?” I asked Brooklyn.


  “Fourth.”


  “You play any sports?”


  “Soccer and cheerleading.”


  Her proud smile was beautiful. Hearing her and seeing her was reaching me so much deeper than I’d realized it would.


  “I have soccer games on Saturdays in the summer if you ever want to come,” she said.


  “Brook,” Cori said in a scolding tone. “He might not be—”


  “I’d love to,” I said, cutting in. “I mean, if it’s okay with your mom.”


  Cori nodded. “Sure. If you want to. But remember that if you say you’re coming, it’s important to be there.”


  She didn’t know if I could be trusted. I understood that. She’d singlehandedly guarded Brooklyn’s heart all these years, and I couldn’t expect to just walk in and have her trust.


  The waitress walked up and eyed us all, waiting for our orders. Brooklyn ordered a grilled cheese and I felt a twist of happiness in my stomach over knowing she liked grilled cheese sandwiches. I wanted to know everything about her.


  Our lunch ended too quickly. That hour with Brooklyn wasn’t enough. I’d told myself all I needed was one meeting with her, but now that I knew–really knew–what I’d been missing, I didn’t want to go back to life without her.


  “Thanks again,” I said to Cori on the way out of the diner. “I don’t want to overstep, but if there’s any chance I can see her again . . .”


  “How about dinner at our house this weekend?”


  I looked at her, surprised. “Yeah?”


  “Yeah. Just make sure you show up if you say you will.”


  “I will. Text me when and I’ll be there.”


  “When do you work?”


  “I can come anytime.”


  She gave me a skeptical look as Brooklyn escaped the bitterly cold wind by getting into Cori’s beat up old sedan.


  “Do you work? From the way you sent all that money so fast after . . . you know . . . I just wondered where it came from.”


  She thought I was a drug dealer. I could see it in her eyes. And no surprise, since I’d been strung out every time we were together ten years ago.


  “I’m above board these days,” I said. “No drugs or alcohol. I’m an owner of a club downtown.”


  Her eyes brightened. “Which one?”


  “Six.”


  “Oh, wow. Really? I’ve heard of it.”


  I nodded. “I swear I’ll be a good influence in Brooklyn’s life. This chance means so much to me. I won’t fuck it up.”


  “Okay.” She moved to open her car door but stopped. “Hey, did you ever get married and have more kids? Does Brook have any half siblings?”


  The question caught me off guard. “No.”


  She smiled. “Okay. So we’ll see you this weekend.”


  I looked in the backseat, where Brooklyn sat looking at me through the window. I raised a hand in a wave and she waved back. And smiled.


  I reached into my pocket and took out my phone to call Viv and share every last detail with her.
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  Viv


  For once, Henley answered his cell phone.


  “Miss Marceau, nice to hear from you.” His tone had its usual smooth confidence. But then, the guy was a twenty-something multimillionaire actor, so confidence wasn’t unexpected.


  “Hello, Mr. Cartwright,” I said, rubbing my eyes. “I’m working on our counter proposal for a settlement and I need to ask you a few things.”


  “At this hour? Isn’t it almost nine in New York?”


  “Yes.” I bumped up the size of the text on my screen since it was starting to blur after my long day. “How do you feel about letting her have the Manhattan place? She’s offering to buy it out at market value.”


  He sighed into the phone. “I like that place. It was mine before we even met.”


  “But we were going to sell it and divide the proceeds.”


  “Yeah, I’m better with that than I am with giving it to her. She shouldn’t get to fuck her new boyfriend in my apartment.” He paused for a second and spoke again. “I’ll take market plus another million. She can decide how much it’s worth to her.”


  I rolled my eyes at the ceiling. This case was never going to end. “I’ll include that in our counter, then.”


  “Excellent. So I have a confession to make.”


  “Uh . . . what’s that?” I wanted to get the hell out of here and meet Kane for dinner at the club.


  “I looked you up on the law firm’s website. That photo of you looking like a naughty teacher is something, Miss Marceau. I had a feeling you were hot and I was right.”


  “I do not look like a naughty teacher in my headshot.”


  “You do, actually. In that business suit, with that come hither smile.”


  This time I sighed into the phone. “You’ve got an active imagination, Mr. Cartwright. Can I email you the counter for your review?”


  “Sure. Send me a naughty pic, too, would ya?”


  I cringed. “No. Can you have this back to me within twenty-four hours?”


  “Maybe. Can you just send it to my assistant?”


  “This is important. It requires your attention.”


  “Do you require my attention, Vivian?”


  “Are you drunk?” I demanded.


  “Nah. I’ve just got a good buzz going. Have you ever been to L.A.?”


  I clicked the ‘send’ button on my email. “No. I just sent you the counter proposal, Mr. Cartwright. Please review it and get back to me.”


  “What are you wearing right now?”


  “I’m hanging up now.”


  And I did, texting Kane as soon as the call ended.


  Me: Longest day ever. You still want to do dinner?


  Kane: Sorry, can’t. Bartender called in sick and I’m covering. Come sit at the bar and eat while I work.


  I thought about it, but the club’s loud music and a spot at the crowded bar didn’t appeal right now. I just wanted Kane all to myself.


  Me: I’m beat. I’ll just eat at home.


  Kane: Come on babe. There’s nothing but an old tomato in your fridge. Get over here and let me feed you.


  Me: Tomorrow night. I miss you.


  Kane: Miss you too. Sleep well. Eat something besides that damn tomato.


  Smiling at the phone, I pictured him standing at the Six bar with a white bar towel hanging from his back pocket. My man was one sexy bartender.


  I yawned and resolved to get home as quickly as possible. Ten more minutes. As soon as I finalized this and sent it to Henley, I was going straight home. Maybe I’d pick up some Chinese takeout on the way. Kane was right about the tomato.
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  Kane


  CORI’S NUMBER SHOWED UP ON the screen of my phone and I sat up in bed to answer it, wide awake now.


  “Cori? Everything okay with Brooklyn?”


  “Yeah, everything’s good. She’s at school.”


  I laid back down, relieved.


  “I’m off today,” Cori said. “And I wondered if you might be free for lunch.”


  “Lunch?” I wrinkled my face, still out of it from being woken out of a dead sleep. Hadn’t she just said Brooklyn was at school?


  “Yeah, you know . . . we can talk, decide where to go from here.”


  She had my full attention now. Dinner had gone well the other night, with Brooklyn giving me a tour of her room and telling me about what she was learning at school. And now Cori seemed open to letting me see more of her. I’d figured it was too soon to ask for one on one time with my daughter, but maybe not.


  “Sure,” I said. “In the city?”


  “We can meet halfway.” She named a deli I knew of and we agreed to meet there in an hour.


  I took a quick shower and drove there, thinking about the possibilities this opened up. I could bring Brooklyn to the club for lunch sometime since we didn’t open til evening. She could cook with the chef and made something fancy. We could get all you can eat pancakes at the diner near my place. I’d need to get a better place so she could have her own room when she visited me. We could paint it together.


  I could introduce her to Viv and we could all spend time together. The thought of the two most important people in my life getting closer made me emotional. Viv would know more about what a nine-year-old girl liked, too. We’d go places together.


  This was beyond my wildest dreams. I was on cloud nine when I walked into the deli and slid into a booth across from Cori.


  “Hey,” she said, smiling.


  “Hey. How’s it going?”


  “Pretty good.”


  A server came by for our orders and once he was gone, I waited for Cori to take the lead in the conversation. I wanted her to think me seeing more of Brooklyn was her idea, even if it was also mine.


  “So,” she said, fiddling with her paper straw wrapper. “I sometimes wonder if I should have come to visit you. Written letters. You know, tried.”


  My brows shot up with surprise. “Tried? I was in prison, Cori. You did the right thing making a clean break from me.”


  “I don’t know.” She shrugged. “I had it really bad for you, Kane. You were always so dark and mysterious. Kind of angry at the world. But there was something more there, and I saw it when we were together.”


  I’d been high every time we were together. I couldn’t remember a single encounter. But I didn’t think it would be wise to tell her that.


  “I fucked things up so bad,” I said. “Getting this second chance with Brooklyn means everything to me.”


  “So you believe in second chances?” Her eyes were hopeful when they met mine.


  “I didn’t used to,” I admitted. “But my girlfriend has made me believe in things I never did before.”


  “I didn’t know you had a girlfriend. You’ve never mentioned her.”


  “Yeah. Vivian. I’ve never brought her up because I wanted to keep the focus on Brooklyn at first. I like spending our time together talking about her life, you know?”


  Cori nodded. “She’s so happy you’re coming around. And I am, too.”


  Her gaze flicked to mine for just a second and I shifted uncomfortably in my seat. I was kind of fucking clueless about women’s subtle signals, but I didn’t like the feeling I had right now.


  “So . . .” I cleared my throat. “Is there anything I can do to help with Brooklyn?”


  “You’ve already done a lot. I used the back child support money for the down payment on our house. I never could have afforded it without that.”


  “It was nothing,” I said. “I can’t ever thank you enough for always giving her a happy, stable home. You’ve done a great job with her.”


  She smiled. “Thank you. I’m crazy proud of her.”


  “I don’t just mean money, though. I mean like . . . taking care of her while you’re at work or just taking her out to dinner in your neighborhood so you can have a break.”


  “Oh.” Cori frowned slightly. “You don’t like hanging out with both of us?”


  Shit. This conversation was like a minefield.


  “No, it’s not that,” I said. “It’s just . . . being a single parent for so long . . . you’ve never had much time for you. To do adult stuff, like date. When’s the last time you went out?”


  “You’re asking because . . . you want to watch Brooklyn while I go out?”


  “Sure, yeah.”


  Cori shook her head. “I’m always working or with Brooklyn. I don’t exactly have men clamoring at my doorstep.”


  “So go out and try. You’re pretty and smart and . . . all that shit.” I ran a hand over my short hair.


  “You still think I’m pretty?”


  Fuck. There was no winning this conversation.


  “Course you are. Any man would be damn lucky to have you. Maybe Viv and I can come over this weekend and take Brooklyn out to dinner so you can give it a go.”


  Cori shook her head. “Look, Kane. You’ve only known Brooklyn a couple weeks. I don’t want you bringing women around her.”


  I bristled. “It’s not women, it’s only one. Viv and I are together.”


  “Sure, but . . . for how long? It’s not good for our daughter to meet every person you go out with.”


  The server returned with our sandwiches and we ate in silence. This wasn’t going according to plan. When we finished eating, I picked up the check from the table.


  “I have to run payroll at work today so I need to go in early,” I said, getting up from the table.


  “Okay, well . . . thanks for lunch. Do you want to come over for dinner this weekend?”


  Did I want to have dinner with Cori? Not really. But for now, it was the only way I could see Brooklyn.


  “Sure. Text me when and I’ll be there.”


  She smiled. “Great. See you then, Kane.”


  I drove back to the city in a pensive mood. This shit, I hadn’t seen coming from a mile away. Cori didn’t want Brooklyn meeting Viv. I couldn’t possibly hurt Viv by telling her that.


  For now, I’d have to keep the peace by only seeing Brooklyn on Cori’s terms. But I sure as fuck didn’t have to like it.
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  Viv


  I dialed Kane on my cab ride to the airport. When he answered, all I heard was the din of music in the club behind him.


  “Hang on,” he said loudly. After a minute, the sound of the music went away. “Hey, sorry. Had to come back to my office.”


  “Hi,” I said, missing him already.


  “Hey. You on your way? We’ve got that spicy soup you like tonight.”


  I sighed. “Sadly, no. I’m on my way to the airport.”


  “The airport?”


  “Yes. I have to go track a client down in LA. A childish, inconsiderate client who makes me want to scream most every day.”


  “On Friday night, though?” His tone was disappointed. We hadn’t seen much of each other this week due to work schedules.


  “I know. I’m going now so I can fly home tomorrow night. I didn’t want to get in on Sunday night and have to go right back to work Monday morning. Can we raincheck on dinner til tomorrow night?”


  “I’m going to Cori’s tomorrow night.”


  “Oh. Damn. I mean, good because I want you to see Brooklyn, but . . . I miss you.”


  “Miss you, too. How ‘bout I come over when I’m done over there? She goes to bed by nine and I should be back in the city around ten.”


  “Yes. I’d love that.”


  “Text me when you get to L.A., alright? And don’t stay in some shithole motel, they’re not safe.”


  I smiled. “I’m billing the client, so I will definitely not be staying in a shithole.”


  “Okay. See you tomorrow, babe.”


  “Bye.”


  I hung up and laid my head against the window of the cab. Nothing like ending a busy work week with a quick cross-county trip. Especially when I was going just to get a signature from a playboy actor with nothing to do but annoy me.


  Hopefully I could sleep on the flight. And I’d have extra time with Kane soon. I was already planning to take most of next week off for Christmas. He and I were spending the day together and flying out the day after to see my parents. He didn’t seem freaked out by it at all.


  Everything was going so well. Now I just needed Henley’s signature on his divorce papers.
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  Henley Cartwright was playing games with me. We’d texted back and forth about where I could find him, but he wouldn’t give me a straight answer. I was sitting on the bed of my hotel room eating macadamia nuts from the mini bar–which he’d be paying for–when my phone rang with another text from him.


  Henley: Got plans tonight? How do u feel about threesomes?


  Me: My plans are to get your signature and fly home. Where can I meet up with you?


  Henley: Where’s that naughty teacher?


  Me: I’m very close to telling Marcus you don’t seem to actually want this divorce.


  Henley: Vivian Marceau, you’ll have to play nicer than that to win me over.


  I texted several more times about where he was but he ignored all of them.


  Asshole.


  I finished the nuts and went back to the mini bar, opening a candy bar and taking one bite before tossing it in a trash can. My means of retribution against Henley weren’t much, but it made me feel slightly better.


  Still wiped out from the long flight last night, I curled up on the bed for a nap, leaving my phone next to me in case Henley decided to act like an adult and write back.
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  WHEN BROOKLYN OPENED THE DOOR and smiled up at me, warmth spread through my chest. I’d never get take that beautiful face for granted.


  “Hi, Dad. Want to see my new cheer?”


  My throat tightened, burning as I fought back tears. The sound of my little girl calling me ‘Dad’ was like nothing I’d ever heard. It was a gift I’d never thought I could dream of deserving.


  What made a good father? I sure as hell hadn’t had one. But I wanted to be one. For now, I knew I needed to focus on Brooklyn and make up for all the time I’d missed. Get to know the person she was. Hopefully give her a look at the person I was, too.


  “Yeah, I’d like that,” I said, walking inside and closing the front door behind me.


  The smell of baking herbs, tomato sauce and cheese reminded me of the kitchen at the club. Cori kept a neat, clean house for her and Brooklyn. School pictures of our daughter lined the walls. I wanted a home like this one day, where Brooklyn could see how important she was to me.


  “Hey,” Cori said, smiling and wiping her hands on a dishtowel as she walked out of the kitchen. “Glad you came.”


  “Thanks for asking me.”


  Brooklyn took my hand. Another first. Her tiny fingers pulled on mine and she led me to a small sunroom in the back of the house.


  “Stand right here,” she said.


  I watched as she went to the other side of the room and did a cheer, clapping and yelling and kicking. Cori stood beside me.


  “That was amazing,” I said when Brooklyn was done. “You have to be the most kickass cheerleader at your school.”


  She smiled and shrugged. “Not really. Madison Porter is.”


  I furrowed my brow. “I doubt it. Can she clap as loud as you?”


  “She can do eight backflips in a row.”


  “You’ll get there, Brook,” Cori said. “Dinner’s ready, guys.”


  We all went into the kitchen and sat down at the small table against a wall. Cori had made lasagna and salad. I ate and made small talk with Brooklyn about school, but I had an uncomfortable vibe about this whole thing.


  Maybe I was just paranoid. It was only dinner. Cori was letting me get to know Brooklyn in their home, which was probably a lot easier for her. And people had to eat.


  Cori started clearing the table when we were done, laying her hand on mine as I picked up my plate to take it to the sink.


  “I’ve got it,” she said.


  “No, I don’t mind helping. You cooked, so I’ll wash the dishes.”


  “Why don’t we do them together?”


  I nodded, getting the vibe again. Standing side by side with Cori at her sink didn’t feel right. She’d say something light and bump her hip against mine. Look up at me and smile for no reason.


  This was something Viv and I did, and I felt a stabbing sense of guilt over being here with Cori right now.


  But it was fucking dishes. Washing and rinsing and drying. I needed to stop being such a pussy about it.


  Brooklyn walked into the kitchen wearing a backpack and carrying a pillow.


  “Kennedy’s mom’s here. See you tomorrow.” She wrapped her arms around Cori’s waist in a hug and then did the same to me.


  “Bye, Mom. Bye, Dad.”


  “Bye,” I said, wondering where she was going.


  “Bye, baby.” Cori kissed Brooklyn and cupped her cheek. “Be safe.”


  “We’ll be at Kennedy’s house the whole time, Mom.” Brooklyn rolled her eyes.


  “Still.”


  Brooklyn glanced at me one more time, smiling. When she left, the kitchen got too quiet. I was washing the dishes and Cori was standing so close to me her hip rested against the side of my upper thigh. I’d scooted down as far as I possibly could, but she’d just followed.


  “Is she leaving for the night?” I asked Cori.


  “Mmm-hmm. Sleepover at her friend’s house.” She dried off her hands and turned around, resting her hands against the counter and pushing her chest out. “Want a beer?”


  “Nah, I’m good. I need to head into work pretty quick. Saturday nights are crazy for us.”


  I rinsed the last dish and set it in the strainer. Cori passed me the towel in her hands, her eyes locked on mine.


  “Are you any good with plumbing?” she asked. “I’ve got a dripping sink in the bathroom. If not, that’s okay, I just thought you might be able to save me a hundred bucks on a plumber.”


  I knew a thing or two about plumbing, but I was not crawling under her fucking sink. Brooklyn was gone and I didn’t want to be here alone with Cori.


  “I’m shit with plumbing,” I said. “But I can send a plumber over and cover the bill.”


  “Oh, you don’t have to do that.” She smiled up at me. “Why don’t we sit down and have a drink?”


  Her hand darted out and she was rubbing my crotch before I even saw it coming.


  “Whoa,” I said, shifting my hips until her hand fell away.


  “We’re all alone now.”


  “Yeah, but . . .”


  “Don’t act shy, Kane. I know you. We fucked in a crowded club once.”


  I sighed deeply. “That was ten years ago, Cori.”


  “It was the best sex I’ve ever had. And I didn’t want things to end with us. I still feel something, don’t you?”


  “I feel . . . really grateful that you’ve done such a great job with Brooklyn.”


  She edged closer, wrapping her hand around my dick and licking her lips. “You know you want it, too. I’ve still got my pussy shaved and my clit ring in. Remember how much you liked that?”


  “Cori, don’t.”


  She smiled triumphantly. “You’re getting hard. Let’s go into my bedroom.”


  I took a step back. “We can’t do that, no.”


  “We can. Come on. My pussy is so wet for you, Kane.”


  I held my breath, unsure how to respond. It wasn’t Cori’s pussy I was thinking of right now, but Viv’s. Her tight pussy with soft, dark trimmed hair was the only one I fantasized about these days. But one wrong move with Cori and I wouldn’t get to see Brooklyn as much.


  “I’m seeing someone,” I reminded her.


  “It can be our little secret.” She laid a palm on my chest. “I’m lonely, Kane. Working and being a single mom doesn’t leave me any time for dating.”


  “Like I said, I can help with Brooklyn. You know, give you some time to yourself. You sure as hell deserve it.”


  Her smile was sad. “I just thought . . . who better than you? We never got to see if we could’ve had something long-term before.”


  “I fucked everything up. I know that.”


  Cori moved her hand up my chest to my shoulder. “But now . . . maybe we can get a second chance.”


  I opened my mouth to respond, but she silenced me with a finger on my lips. “Just think about it. Please. I don’t know how long you’ve been seeing this woman, but you and I have something more important than whatever you have with her. Brook could finally have a chance at a family with both her parents.”


  “I have to go,” I said, taking another step back.


  She pouted at me and I went straight to the living room and out the front door. I’d done nothing wrong, but I still felt wracked with guilt as I started my car and drove home.


  Viv. Viv. Viv.


  She was all I could think of. I didn’t call her my girlfriend or significant other or any of that shit, but in my heart that was what she was. We didn’t need to have a talk about whether we were seeing other people, because the force that pulled us together left no room for doubt.


  Cori had grabbed my cock and propositioned me. It was something I should tell Viv. But if I did, she wouldn’t want me coming over to see Brooklyn anymore. I couldn’t stomach the thought of my daughter thinking I didn’t want to see her. Not ever again.


  I’d never cheat on Viv. Wouldn’t even consider it. She was mine, which meant I was hers. Being true to her was all that really mattered. I didn’t want to tell her something that would only upset her.
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  Viv


  It was six-thirty-two PM when Henley finally texted me back. I picked up the phone from the bed, where I was watching a movie, and glared at the screen.


  Henley: Have dinner with me?


  Me: As long as I can bring a pen and you’ll sign the papers.


  Henley: As you wish. I’ll send a car to pick u up.


  I didn’t change out of my jeans and t-shirt. Instead I slipped into my shoes, grabbed my bag which had the papers in it and went downstairs to wait for my ride.


  A driver in a black SUV picked me up and drove me to an upscale restaurant. I was led to an outer courtyard decorated with fountains and potted plants, where Henley waited alone at a table. Secluded by walls made of climbing greenery, the location was private and quiet. Perfect for signing divorce papers.


  “Mr. Cartwright,” I said crisply.


  “Miss Marceau.” His cocky grin matched my expectations of him. He was attractive in a pretty way: smooth and polished with a lean, muscled frame and a headful of light brown hair with a lock falling across his forehead.


  “We’ll start with some wine,” Henley said to our server. “Merlot.”


  “No,” I cut in. “We’ll start with your signature. I already missed my flight home and my whole weekend was shot by coming out here for this nonsense.”


  He cocked a brow at me, looking amused. “Bill me accordingly, Miss Marceau.”


  “Don’t worry, I will.”


  He reached for the papers in my hand and the pen I offered.


  “Let’s have that wine now,” he said to the server. “To celebrate.”


  “Very good, sir.” The server nodded and left.


  “So.” Henley looked up from the page he was signing and studied me. “What excitement am I keeping you from this weekend?”


  “At the moment, dinner with my boyfriend.”


  His grin was cocky. “Ah. I can see it now. Vivian and her corporate lawyer boyfriend discussing case law over a vegan meal, followed by a documentary and twenty minutes of missionary sex.”


  “Not exactly.” I checked the page he’d just signed. “Initial on that line with the giant yellow arrow sticker.”


  “No?” He gave me a questioning glance. “Enlighten me, then.”


  I sighed heavily. “Mr. Cartwright, I rarely speak out of turn with my clients, but I have to say I’m a bit pleased for your soon to be ex-wife’s good fortune.”


  “She’s making out quite well, isn’t she? I should’ve hired a better lawyer.”


  The guy dripped with arrogance. I ignored his comment and also the glass of wine the server poured for me.


  “Surely you aren’t suggesting I’m anything but God’s gift to the fairer sex,” Henley said lightly.


  “I’m pretty sure God wouldn’t gift us with someone so arrogant, inconsiderate and immature.”


  He laughed. “Ah, Vivian. I like you.”


  “I can’t say the feeling is mutual.”


  “So this boyfriend of yours . . . I’ve got him pegged all wrong, then? I picture you with a fairly spineless man who lets you call the shots.”


  “Picture whatever you’d like.”


  His gaze took on a new intensity. “You should give a man with some balls a shot. Find out how good it can feel to be submissive.”


  “My boyfriend would kick your ass if he knew you’d even looked at me, let alone made a comment like that.”


  “Oh, yeah?”


  “Yeah. I really wish you two could meet because I’d truly enjoy seeing you piss yourself.” He’d signed the final line, and I snatched the papers away and returned them to the folder, filing it in my messenger bag. “Now if you’ll excuse me.”


  “You’re leaving me to eat dinner alone?”


  “Figured you’d like to spend time with your favorite person,” I said, picking up my pen from the table.


  “I can’t even keep the pen?” His shit eating grin made my blood boil.


  “Good evening, Mr. Cartwright. Thanks in advance for the indulgent dinner I’ll order from room service at the hotel.”


  He laughed and sipped his wine. “I look forward to seeing you soon, Miss Marceau.”


  “I can’t say the same.”


  I turned and left, the server avoiding eye contact with me as I walked past. I couldn’t wait to book a flight home and get back to Kane. Henley reminded me of all the men I’d wasted time on before finding my one and only.
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  Viv


  THE CAB RIDE TO THE club gave me a chance to freshen up my makeup and dab on a touch of the perfume Kane liked. I was tired from my weekend of travel, but I wasn’t waiting one more day to see him.


  Part of my fatigue was caused by missing him. I needed his arms around me. Nothing relaxed me like nestling against his hard chest and breathing in his cedar and leather smell. And after my frustrating weekend of getting the runaround from Henley, I needed to relax in a bad way.


  When the cab cruised to a stop at the curb, I paid the driver, got out and saw Kane walking toward me.


  “Hey, babe.” He pulled me into his arms and held me close. “Missed you.”


  “I missed you, too. I’m so frazzled. I just need to be alone with you tonight.”


  “I’ve got a suite ready for us upstairs.” He put an arm around my waist and led me into the club.


  Rosie was working the door tonight, and he nodded at me. “Hey, Viv.”


  “Hey, Rosie.”


  Despite his giant, tough-guy exterior, Rosie was a super sweet guy. Kind of like someone else I knew.


  Kane took my hand and wove through the densely packed crowd of people. We went up the wide stairway and into a suite. As soon as he closed the door, the sound of pounding music vanished.


  “Oh, Kane.” I eyed the spread of food on the table. Bread and butter, salads, a bottle of chilling wine and . . . I opened the stainless dome covering one of two bowls on the candlelit table for two . . . the spicy soup I’d missed the other night. “I’m starving. This looks amazing.”


  His lips curved up in a smile. “So let’s eat. I’m starving, too.”


  I sat down across from him and sighed deeply, finally able to relax.


  “Does this mean you can slow down with work?” he asked, holding out the bread basket so I could take a piece. “You’ve been killing yourself lately.”


  “I got the signature I needed, so I’m close to the end. That client will get billed something like twenty grand for me having to come chase him down like that.”


  “Fuckin’ dumbass.”


  “You have no idea. But enough about that. How was your dinner with Brooklyn?”


  He looked down at his plate. “Good. She did a cheer for me and I saw her spelling test on the fridge. She got ‘em all right. How’d I end up with such a smart kid?”


  “You’re pretty smart yourself.”


  “Yeah, for a felon.”


  I finished chewing my bread and then took the glass of wine he’d poured me, enjoying a long sip.


  “First of all, don’t disparage yourself. You are smart. And also, some of the most intelligent people in the history of the human race have been criminals.”


  “I miss your bed,” he said.


  “What’s with the random subject change?”


  He shrugged. “I know you’re exhausted, but I want to come sleep at your place when I leave here.”


  I took another drink of my wine and smiled at him over my glass. “I had a key made for you, so you can let yourself in now.”


  “Damn right I will. I’m comin’ over every night.”


  Our server delivered steak, red potatoes and asparagus. I was only able to eat half the food before pushing my plate away. Once the server had cleared away the dishes and I finished half the bottle of wine, Kane pulled me over to the leather sofa along one wall of the room.


  No matter how tired I was, I couldn’t help the stir of arousal I inevitably felt when he kissed me. His lips trailed down my jaw line to my neck. The brush of his beard made my skin tingle with delicious awareness. And when he started sliding my clothes off me, I tipped my head back and moaned, blissfully surrendering my body to him.


  His mouth grew hungrier, nipping at my naked skin as he quickly took off his clothes. Within a few seconds, he’d rolled on a condom, sat down on the couch and took hold of my hips, easing me on top of him.


  I straddled him, taking in his dark, desperate gaze. I wasn’t sure if I was more intoxicated by my need for him or his for me.


  When he lowered my hips until he sank all the way into me, I cried out with eager satisfaction. This was exactly what I needed–to abandon everything but him in this moment. I took over, sliding my body up and down his length until he groaned deeply for more.


  “Yes, baby. Ride my dick with that gorgeous cunt. You’re so fuckin’ wet, Viv.” He took a handful of my hair and pulled until my eyes were level with his. “No other man will ever see this cunt, you hear me? No other man will ever taste it. Or see these big, perfect tits.” He smacked one of my bouncing breasts and then ground out another groan as I sank all the way onto him and lingered there. “Your body is just for me. Your tight ass is mine.”


  He put two long fingers in his mouth and withdrew them, sliding the tips into my ass as I resumed riding him.


  “Oh God, Kane.” An orgasm tore through me like a freight train, obliterating everything else.


  “Don’t stop fucking riding my cock, Viv,” he ordered. “Balls deep.”


  I obeyed, and the hard, deep contact intensified my orgasm. He slid his fingers further into my ass and wrapped his free arm around my waist, driving his hips upward and fucking me hard.


  “Ah, fuck.” His voice was a labored rasp. “Viv . . . Shit. I’m coming.”


  There was nothing but the sounds of slapping skin, heavy breathing and groaning as we ground our hips together and I rode out the deepest, most intense orgasm of my life. Kane gently slipped his fingers out of my ass and wrapped both his arms around my back, holding me tightly.


  My body was slack with relaxation, and I closed my eyes and let Kane’s warmth seep into me as my breathing returned to normal.


  Finally, I laughed low in my throat and pulled back to meet his eyes.


  “So. You think my cunt is gorgeous? Or were you making fun?”


  He stroked a thumb across the damp skin at the small of my back. “I would never make fun of you. Your body is perfect to me, Viv. Absolutely fucking flawless. I love that you don’t shave your pussy bald or tan or any of that shit. These full hips and big tits are perfection, baby.”


  “What brought this on?” I brushed my thumbs over his soft beard, my affection for him welling over.


  “I just want you to know,” he said, his tone serious. “You’re the only one for me, Viv. I wouldn’t change one thing about you.”


  I kissed him softly. “And you’re the only one for me, my sweet, sexy man.”


  He scowled at me. “Sweet? I’m not a fuckin’ pussy, Viv.”


  “You’re only sweet to me. And I love that, so don’t ruin it.”


  The light touch of his fingertip running down my bare spine made me shiver and curl into him.


  “Our secret, then,” he said.


  There was nothing but us. Our bodies molded together, fitting perfectly. My cheek was pressed to his chest, and I heard the faint beat of his heart. Even when I was exhausted, Kane made me feel utterly rejuvenated.
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  IT SNOWED ON CHRISTMAS EVE–big, sparkly flakes floating down to the street when Kane and I walked out of the club after the party there.


  He and Jeff had hosted a dinner for the staff and given everyone a cash bonus. The evening had been light and festive, everyone relaxed and looking forward to a second day off tomorrow.


  “Did you have a good time?” Kane asked me, wrapping his arm around my waist as we made our way to his car.


  “The best. I’m so glad we’re waiting until the day after Christmas to go see my family.”


  “Yeah?”


  “Yeah. This is nice, celebrating at home with you.”


  My parents were hosting a big get together for the whole family the day after Christmas. They’d been disappointed I wasn’t coming for Christmas Eve and Christmas Day for the first time ever, but I wanted to be with Kane, and he wanted to drop by Cori’s and see Brooklyn and bring her a gift on Christmas morning. For the first time, he could give his daughter a present and watch her open it. That was where we needed to be tomorrow.


  I also didn’t want to see Grayson just yet. He’d flown home to Indy yesterday and I didn’t think my parents would appreciate a brawl over my stolen watch and his drug addiction. They had no idea what was going on with my brother. Maybe his appearance would give him away.


  “I might give your brother a black eye for Christmas,” Kane said, seeming to read my mind. “Just a heads up.”


  I shook my head. “It’s going to be an awkward visit for sure. It’s past time my parents find out what’s going on with him.”


  “Let’s not worry about it now. Are we staying at your place tonight?”


  “If you want the cinnamon rolls and breakfast casserole in my fridge for tomorrow’s breakfast we are.”


  “I do.”


  We got to his car and he opened the door for me. I looked up at the sky and let a few fat, wet snowflakes melt on my cheeks.


  “It’s after midnight,” Kane said softly. “You know what that means?”


  “Hmm?”


  “It’s Christmas. Merry Christmas, Viv.”


  He pulled me close and I cupped his bearded, snowflake-covered cheeks. We kissed and kissed, not caring that we were standing in a cold, tightly-packed parking lot. When Kane was near, I was always warm.


  When we got back to my apartment, I made hot chocolate and after just a few sips, drifted to sleep laying across Kane’s lap. I woke up in my bed much later, sunlight streaming in through the windows.


  Kane was half-asleep next to me.


  “Hey,” I said, sitting up. “How’d I get in bed?”


  “I carried you in here last night.”


  “You did? I don’t even remember.”


  “You were asleep. Didn’t even wake up when I changed your clothes.”


  He reached over to the nightstand and grabbed a small box wrapped in silver paper.


  “Open it.”


  “I thought we agreed the necklace was your Christmas gift to me.”


  He shrugged a shoulder. “I don’t think so. Open it.”


  “I have something for you, too. I’ll go get it.”


  I was only wearing a t-shirt, and as soon as I left the warm bed I was freezing. I ran into my living room and pulled the box with his gift down from the shelf of my coat closet.


  He was sitting up in bed waiting for me when I tossed his present on the bed, jumped back in and got under the covers. I huddled against him for warmth. He leaned down on an elbow and pushed the hair away from my face, looking at me.


  “I love you, Viv.” He said it in the soft tone I’d never heard him use with anyone but me. My heart swelled as I held his gaze. His reverence for me was humbling.


  “I love you, too. So much.”


  He traced a fingertip over my jaw line and around to the back of my neck, cupping it in his huge palm. “Now open my present, woman.”


  I grinned and sat up, keeping my legs under the covers as I picked up the silver-wrapped box again. He’d thought of me, and I loved whatever was inside this box because of it.


  There was a small, unmarked white box inside. When I opened it and pulled aside some cotton padding, I gasped audibly and put my hand over my mouth.


  “Oh, my God. I can’t . . . you bought me a new Bulgari watch.” My heart raced wildly as I picked it up out of the box. “This is just like the one my Gram bought me. How did you know?”


  His dark chocolate eyes were so warm on me. Silently, he reached for the watch and turned it over. The back of the face was engraved.


  


  For Vivi


  Love, Gram


  


  Tears rushed to my eyes and spilled forth all at once.


  “My watch. It’s my watch.” I rubbed my thumb over the engraved words. “How? Did you get it from Grayson?”


  Kane shook his head. “It wasn’t quite that easy.”


  I leaned over and kissed his forehead, still crying. “This means so much to me. How did you do this?”


  A smile played at the corners of his lips. “I had a contest with my employees. Told them the day after your watch was stolen that an engraved Bulgari had been pawned somewhere in the city, and whoever found it would get a thousand dollar cash bonus.”


  My mouth dropped open in shock. “You did that?”


  “One of my servers found it in two days. She worked that phone like a fucking telemarketer. And she’s a single mom with three kids, so that money’s giving them a nice Christmas. It worked out like it was supposed to.”


  “You’re so amazing.” I cradled the watch in my palm. “Every lousy date in my life was so worth it because I was waiting for you.”


  His expression turned serious. “You’ve done more for me in the past couple months than anyone ever has. I was a broken man when we met and you put me back together, Viv. I’m whole with you. I love you so much I don’t even know what to do with it sometimes.”


  I leaned over and kissed him, cupping his scruffy cheek with my palm.


  “Open,” I said, reaching for his gift and handing it to him.


  His eyes met mine for a second before he tore into the paper. I held my breath as I waited. When he withdrew the lid of the box, he smiled broadly at me.


  “Viv. I love it.”


  He reached into the box and took out a framed photo of me and him. We’d been walking in the city one afternoon when he’d snapped it while standing behind me, his arm around my waist and his head leaning against mine.


  “What’s the empty frame for?” he asked, taking it out of the box.


  “A picture of you and Brooklyn. You need to get on that.”


  His eyes softened and he looked through the rest of the box’s contents: an engraved nameplate for his desk, a stone paperweight and a pen set.


  “Damn, you’re making me feel like a fuckin’ professional here, baby.”


  “As well you should.”


  He set the picture frame back in the box and eyed me. “You feel like getting fucked by a professional?”


  “You know I do.”


  He moved the gift boxes to the floor and climbed over me, parting my thighs.


  “Thanks for the presents, Viv,” he said softly. “And for taking a chance on a roughneck like me.”


  “You’re so easy to love, Kane.”


  He pulled my t-shirt up and over my head, kissing me softly before moving to my breasts, where he was not soft. He sucked and nipped and licked while I hummed my satisfaction and wrapped my ankles around his thighs.


  Kane brought my body to the brink with his mouth before taking a condom from the nightstand drawer. His gaze roamed my body hungrily as he sheathed his erection.


  “One day soon I’m gonna come in your sweet pussy, Viv,” he said in a low tone. “Of all the stupid shit I did when I was younger, I never once fucked anyone without a condom. Not consciously, anyway. I must’ve when I was high since I’ve got Brooklyn. I’ve got no memory of it, though. I want it with you, when I know it’s safe.”


  “Yes. I’m on birth control and I want that so much.”


  His eyes were dark as they locked with mine. “I’ll get tested. Then when you come to my office I’ll fuck you hard and fill your cunt full. I like the idea of you walking out of there wet with my come.”


  He flipped me over and pulled my hips back, entering me from behind. I moaned and pressed myself back as he sank into me.


  I let myself get lost in him, crying out his name as he pounded into me. He pulled me up, my back to his chest, and leaned around to kiss me. One of his arms was locked around my waist and with his free hand, he found my sweet spot and circled his fingers until I came so hard my knees nearly gave out. He was right behind, thrusting deeply into me and biting down on my shoulder as he came with a loud groan and a shudder.


  “So fucking hot,” Kane said as he pulled out of me and took off the condom. He took it to the bathroom trash can and then we laid back down for a few minutes, the smells of sweat and sex in the air.


  Breakfast was a semi-success. My breakfast casserole wasn’t great, but the cinnamon rolls were decent. I wasn’t much of a cook, but I liked feeding Kane, so I’d just have to get better. And in the meantime, he was too wise to admit my cooking wasn’t the best.


  “Ready to go see Brooklyn?” he asked when we’d finished the dishes.


  I looked at the clock on my wall. “What time are we supposed to be there?”


  “No set time,” he said, shrugging.


  “Are you sure it’s okay? I don’t want to interrupt anything.”


  “It’s fine, Viv. We’re not staying. I just want to give Brooklyn her present on Christmas instead of next time I see her.”


  This meant a lot to him. I agreed, took a quick shower and dressed in a dark green sweater dress, brown leggings and tall brown leather boots.


  I was quiet on the drive there, because I was nervous. Meeting Brooklyn was a big deal. I wanted to get to know her, if she and Kane and Cori were ready for it. But I worried about stepping on her mother’s toes. And I didn’t have much experience with kids. What if she didn’t like me?


  When we walked up to the front door of Cori’s modest bungalow, I slipped my hand into Kane’s for support. He smiled and rang the doorbell.


  “Dad!” The little girl who opened the door took my breath away. She was beautiful, her dark eyes shining with happiness.


  “Kane?” a female voice called from inside.


  “We just came by to drop off gifts.” Kane led me inside, still holding my hand.


  When we went inside, the few family members inside silently checked us out. Cori’s relatives had probably never even seen Kane.


  The small house was cozy, with garland over the doorways, a tree covered with a child’s homemade ornaments and opened gifts scattered on the floor. The smell of cinnamon filled the air. Even though none of the furnishings looked new or expensive, they were stylish and the place looked like a comfortable home.


  Cori was thin and petite with long, perfectly straight chestnut hair. She was pretty and Brooklyn was too, but Brooklyn looked just like Kane. Seeing the man I loved reflected in the face of his little girl melted me inside.


  I wanted kids. With him. I hadn’t seriously thought about it until this moment, but seeing him next to his daughter made it all so clear. I wanted Brooklyn to be as much a part of our lives as she possibly could, and I wanted more kids, too.


  “Guys, this is my girlfriend Viv,” Kane said to Cori and Brookyln. He wrapped an arm around my waist.


  “Hi,” Brooklyn said, smiling.


  “Hi.” I smiled back and turned to her mother. But Cori just regarded me with a cool expression and said nothing. Maybe she was skeptical of any woman who would be spending time with her daughter.


  “This is for you,” I said, handing her the centerpiece I’d bought her. It was a basket of Christmas greenery and pinecones. She looked at it with her lips set in a thin line.


  “Thanks.” She took it but wouldn’t even look at me. Kane rubbed his hand over my hip.


  “Brooklyn, I’ve got something for you,” he said.


  Her dark eyes sparkled happily as he handed her a small box. She tore through the shiny silver paper and delicate red ribbon to reveal a Tiffany blue box. Kane seemed to be holding his breath as she opened it.


  She gasped and looked up at him. “It’s so pretty. Can I wear it?”


  “Brook,” Cori prompted her. “What do you say?”


  “Thank you,” she said to Kane.


  “You like it?”


  “I love it. Can I put it on?”


  Kane looked at me. “I’ll let Viv handle that because me and those tiny necklace clasps don’t get along so well.”


  Brooklyn handed me the box and I looked down at a silver heart-shaped pendant on a chain with small sparkling silver stones on one side. Kane was working hard at being a good dad. I was so proud of him.


  I helped Brooklyn move her hair aside and I put the necklace on her, trying my best to ignore her mother’s icy glare.


  “Perfect,” I said when she turned around to show it to me.


  “We have to go,” Kane said. “But I’ll see you soon, Brook. Maybe Viv and I can take you ice skating over your school break if it’s okay with your mom.”


  “Can I?” Brooklyn asked Cori.


  “We’ll talk about it.”


  “Merry Christmas,” Kane said to Brooklyn.


  “Merry Christmas.” She smiled and toyed with the shiny new necklace around her neck.


  Cori reached for Kane and hugged him, pressing herself to his chest. I gripped my purse strap, feeling awkward and out of place. He patted her on the back, but didn’t return the full embrace. Finally, she pulled away, her eyes full of emotion as she looked at him.


  We said goodbye and walked out, and Kane wrapped his arm around my waist again for the walk to the car. Once inside, we drove in silence for a couple minutes before I spoke.


  “What was that about?”


  “What?”


  “Cori,” I said, my tone indicating it was obvious. “She hates me.”


  “No, don’t take it that way.”


  “She glared at me the whole time we were there. What does she have against me?”


  He shifted in his seat and I felt a nervous flutter in my stomach.


  “Kane. What does she have against me?”


  “How can she have anything against you? You’ve never met before.”


  I sighed with aggravation. “Don’t tell me you didn’t notice how cold she was to me.”


  “Yeah, I know.”


  “Was she just upset that we dropped by unannounced?” I continued before he had a chance to answer. “No, because look at the way she hugged you. It’s just me she hates.”


  “Don’t worry about it.”


  “I know there’s something you aren’t telling me. What is it?”


  He shifted in his seat again. “Let’s not talk about her on Christmas, babe.”


  “Too late. Tell me.”


  His expression darkened slightly. “She’s made comments about wanting to get with me.”


  My heart nearly stopped. “Get with you? Are you serious? What, like sexually?”


  He gave a half shrug. “Yeah, but not just that. She wanted us to try a relationship.”


  “Are you fucking kidding me?” My voice was high with panic but still laced with anger.


  “I told her no, Viv.”


  “Pull the car over.”


  “Babe, don’t––”


  “Now. Pull over, Kane. Right. Now.”


  With a heavy sigh, he did. Then he just looked at me, his expression a mixture of annoyance and expectation.


  “Why didn’t you tell me? How could you take me over there and not tell me that?”


  “I told her no,” he repeated, as though it answered everything.


  “Did she even know I was coming with you today?”


  He lowered his brows and stared straight out the windshield. “No. I don’t need her fucking permission to bring my girlfriend places with me.”


  “But to her house? On Christmas?”


  “Look. She got out of line last weekend and I was trying to send her a message. I’m with you, and she needs to respect that.”


  My mouth fell open in shock. “What do you mean, out of line?”


  He shifted in his seat. “Does it matter?”


  “You bet your ass it matters.”


  “She . . . came on to me, I guess. Grabbed my dick and said some stuff.”


  My heart pounded wildly. “Grabbed your dick? And you didn’t think you should mention that to me? What did she say?”


  “I already told you. She wanted to get with me. Talked about her pussy being shaved and shit.”


  The fucking whore. I thought it and almost let it fly out of my mouth.


  “With Brooklyn there?”


  “No. Brook left to go to a sleepover.”


  Tears pricked at my eyes. “And you stayed? With Cori? Who was grabbing your dick?”


  “I left when she started that shit.”


  I buried my face in my hands and took a few deep breaths.


  “Viv, what are you so pissed about? I turned her down cold. Several times. I’m with you. I love you.”


  “And what about seeing Brooklyn? You’ll just keep going over there and playing right into Cori’s hands, because it’s the only way you can see her.”


  “I’ll never turn my back on Brooklyn again. Don’t ask me to do that, Viv.”


  I lowered my hands to my lap, clenching them into fists. “I’d never ask that. But now I feel like a homewrecker.”


  “That’s fucking nuts. Cori and I slept together a few times ten years ago. I was too high to even remember it. She got pregnant. We’ve never been together. Not like you and me.”


  “She’s Brooklyn’s mom.”


  “So what?”


  I turned to face him, gathering my courage to ask a question I was afraid of the answer to.


  “Did you think about it? Giving things with her a chance so the three of you can be a family?”


  He pressed his lips together, silent for a few seconds. The longest seconds of my life.


  “There’s my answer,” I said, my voice breaking. “Take me home. I don’t want you coming with me tomorrow.”


  “Be rational, Viv.” He scowled at me. “What matters is that I chose you.”


  “While I foolishly didn’t even know I was in a contest with anyone.” I wiped the tears from my face. “I hate you right now. Take me home.”


  He did, and I slammed the car door and stormed into the house alone, locking the deadbolt. I got in bed and cried and cried and cried, not stopping until my eyes were swollen and I had a pounding headache.


  It hurt bone deep that my one and only had considered another woman, even for a second. I didn’t think that was something I’d be able to forgive.
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  TWO FUCKING WEEKS.


  Viv hadn’t answered my texts or phone calls since Christmas Day, and I was out of my mind. I stared at the January calendar on Jeff’s wall, wondering how many more weeks it would take. How many days. How many hours.


  “What’s going on with you and Viv?” Jeff asked, closing the screen on his laptop. Obviously he’d figured out I had no interest in his boring financial forecast for the club.


  “Nothing,” I muttered.


  “Bullshit. The servers are afraid to even make eye contact with you.”


  “Nothing’s going on with us,” I said sharply. “Nothing at all since Christmas. She hasn’t spoken to me since we had a fight that day.”


  “Shit, man. What happened?”


  I rubbed my forehead and exhaled deeply. “I fucked up like I always do.”


  “Don’t give me some abstract shit, Kane. What, exactly, happened?”


  “You know I’ve been seeing Brooklyn over at Cori’s place.”


  “Yeah.”


  “Well, the weekend before Christmas Cori asked me to come over for dinner and didn’t mention Brooklyn was going to a sleepover right after dinner. She hit on me while we washed dishes. Grabbed my cock and told me I should give us a chance at a relationship so Brook can have a real family.”


  “That’s fucking low.”


  “Is it? I feel responsible for the situation she’s in. She was a single mom at age twenty. I never once did right by her except when I paid back the child support I owed her.”


  “Yeah, but grabbing your junk when you’re with someone else is inexcusable.”


  “I shut her down. Told her I’m with Viv.”


  Jeff said back in his chair. “But?”


  “But I felt like shit for days after. Like I fucked all of them over. Cori, Brook and Viv. I wondered if I should put my feelings aside and make Brooklyn number one. Cori’s a good mom.”


  “What, you mean be with Cori even though you don’t want to? Leave Viv?”


  His outraged tone underscored what a dickhead I’d been.


  “I don’t know, man. I love Viv. But I wondered if I was being selfish for thinking of me instead of Brooklyn.”


  “Kane . . . you can be a great dad to her without being involved with her mom. People do it all the time.”


  “I get that. I do. I was just eaten up with guilt over all of it. And Cori holds the fucking cards, man. I see Brook when she says I can. I can’t give that up. Cori didn’t want her meeting Viv.”


  “Didn’t? So they met?”


  My shoulders slumped forward in defeat. “Yeah. I brought Viv over there with me on Christmas to drop off Brook’s present. I wanted Cori to know I’m with Viv and that’s not changing.”


  “And it didn’t go well.”


  “Viv felt blindsided. Understandably.”


  Jeff gave me an incredulous look. “You didn’t tell her about Cori coming on to you? And you just took her to Cori’s house?”


  I scowled at him. “Yeah, asshole, that’s what I did. I didn’t want Viv worrying. But Cori was cold to her and she made me tell her everything on the way home.”


  “Man, that really sucks.”


  “Yeah, you think? I can’t think about anything else. Can’t sleep. All I do is call and text and wait and wonder when she’ll fucking talk to me.”


  “Maybe she just needs some time.”


  “It’s been two fucking weeks,” I said, my tone more like a growl. “Fuck this. I can’t take it. I’m in love with her. It’s like I’d never filled my lungs completely with air before her, and now I know how it feels to breathe deep. I don’t want to stop.”


  Jeff was somber. “I’m sorry.”


  “I know I was wrong. I know I fucked up. It was never that I wanted Cori. Never. I just wondered if I should be putting my daughter first. Giving her a chance at something she never had. But I can’t. It’s not . . . not even an option. Viv is my heart and soul.”


  “Then don’t let her slip away.”


  I got up, his words driving me into action. I had to see her. Maybe if she saw how fucking wrecked I was without her, she’d give me another chance.


  I was desperate. I had to fill my lungs with her again. Whatever it took.
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  Viv


  CARA’S SMILE WAS EVEN BRIGHTER than the giant engagement ring on her finger. I’d never seen her like this.


  I still hadn’t fully recovered from the shock of her news. Marcus Anderson had proposed to her on New Year’s Eve, at Six. He was the mystery man she’d been seeing since the night I first brought her to the club. Funny how they worked at the same law firm but didn’t feel an attraction until that night. From what Cara had told me, a shared love of kinky sex was part of the draw.


  It was nice to see my best friend so happy. I was already over the bridal magazines, but I hadn’t told her that yet. I wasn’t sure if I was legit over it or just bitter because I missed Kane so much.


  The past two weeks had been so hard. Everywhere I turned I saw reminders of him. I still wore my ‘k’ necklace tucked beneath my shirt every day. Still reached to the other side of my bed in the morning expecting him to be there. Still read and re-read the texts he’d sent me.


  But I didn’t respond. Sometimes I wrote out a reply but deleted it instead of sending it. Now I was the one all messed up inside. I loved him, but had a nagging sense that I should step aside and let him focus on Brooklyn.


  Cara was sitting in my office talking about honeymoon destination ideas when Marcus opened the door to my office, knocking at the same time. His eyes warmed when he saw his fiancée.


  “Dinner with Henley Cartwright at seven, Viv,” he said to me. “Don’t forget.”


  I groaned and took out my planner. “I guess I forgot to write it down. Probably because I hate him. Are you sure I have to be there?”


  “He specifically requested you be there. He actually said I don’t need to be.”


  I rolled my eyes. “I refuse to go without you. I also refuse to listen to his lame attempts to get me in bed.”


  “He’s hot, Viv,” Cara said. “He could be your rebound guy.”


  “No.”


  Marcus walked in and rested a hand on Cara’s shoulder. She gazed up at him adoringly. “I didn’t mean he’s hotter than you, baby. No man’s hotter than you.”


  “I’ll go to dinner,” I said, eager to get one or both of them out of my office. “But Marcus, don’t ditch me with him.”


  “Agreed.”


  “Where’s dinner?”


  “Six.”


  I laughed. Then I laughed some more. “No. I won’t go there.”


  “Come on, I got us a great table.”


  I shook my head. “There’s no possible way I’m going there. At all.”


  Cara looked up at Marcus. “That’s Kane’s club. The guy she was seeing until a couple weeks ago.”


  Marcus’s eyes widened. “Matthew Kane? That’s who you were seeing?”


  I glared at Cara. “Yes, and thanks for sharing that, Cara. Pick another restaurant or have a nice dinner without me.”


  “You are the ballsiest junior attorney I’ve ever known,” Marcus said. “It’s almost impressive.”


  I gave him a tight smile. “I guess you making me chase your playboy client all over the country and endure his vapid personality brought us closer together.”


  “You win. We’ll go to the Chopping Block.” He had a hand on the back of Cara’s neck now, massaging her. “You’ll join us, right, babe? I don’t think we’re discussing the case. Just celebrating the disposition.”


  “Sure.”


  “I’ll meet you there,” I said, putting my reading glasses back on. “I need to finish a few things up first.”


  They left and I rested my elbows on my desk, trying not to think about Kane. I didn’t really have anything to finish. I just couldn’t stand being around a happy couple right now. Not when the pain of losing Kane was still so fresh.
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  Kane


  I heard her laugh.


  That rich, throaty laugh that made me smile and get horny for her all at once. I’d missed that laugh so damn much.


  “I do believe it, actually,” she said. “You seem just crazy enough to do it.”


  “Crazy can be fun.”


  The hair on the back of my neck stood on end. It was a man’s voice. Viv had just gotten out of a cab near her apartment with another fucking man. From my spot on the side of her front stairs, up against a stone wall, they couldn’t see me. I couldn’t see them, either, but I could hear them.


  “Don’t write me off, Miss Marceau,” the man said. “I know I test your patience, but there’s a lot to me you haven’t seen. The playboy reputation is more for show. I like being a one-woman man, if she’s as feisty and beautiful as you.”


  My muscles tensed and I pressed a fist to my mouth, struggling to maintain control. I wanted to fly down to the sidewalk and kick this asshole into next week.


  But I also wanted to know if she wanted him. Had she moved on from me already? Was I too late?


  “Henley, thank you,” she said. “I’m flattered. But I’m . . . with someone.”


  “Why the pause?”


  “It’s complicated.”


  He laughed. I could tell by the laugh the guy was a douchebag. It was girly. Fucker.


  “Ah, complicated is never good. That usually means ‘I don’t know how to get myself out of this mess’.”


  “It is a mess,” she agreed. “But I love him. And love isn’t something I take lightly.”


  “Is this the guy you said would kick my ass for being friendly to you?”


  “Yes. And he would. He’s fiercely protective and loyal. My unpolished gem.”


  The man’s voice got a little lower. “Give a polished gem a shot, Vivian. You’ll find it quite nice.”


  I sprang up from the step and jogged down. “She said no, motherfucker. What’d you say to her? Did you touch her?”


  The pretty twentysomething’s eyes got big. “What the fuck?”


  “Kane,” Viv said.


  A burly man in dark clothes stalked toward me. “Back away from Mr. Cartwright, sir.”


  “Make me, asshole. That’s my girlfriend he’s trying to get with.”


  “Ah . . . this is where I should say goodnight.” Henley looked at Viv. “You know how to reach me.”


  “I’m gonna reach you in about two seconds if you don’t get the fuck out of here,” I said, stepping closer to him.


  The bodyguard put himself between me and pretty boy, rushing him into a waiting car.


  “Kane,” Viv said again.


  I turned and took in her pained expression. “Hey.”


  “What are you doing here?”


  “I’m not walking out. You told me not to walk out on you ever again and I won’t. I love you, Viv. Not a little. I love you with everything I am. I can’t go back to life before you. I fucked up and I’m sorry. I should’ve told you about Cori.”


  The corners of her mouth turned down sadly.


  “It hurt so much, finding out you were torn between me and her, Kane. I don’t know if I can get past that.”


  “It wasn’t like that. Not even close. I was never torn between you and her. For a few hours, maybe, I thought I had to choose between you and Brooklyn. Cori had me wondering if I was supposed to think of Brooklyn’s happiness instead of my own.”


  Viv’s brow furrowed. “Because you being with me would make Brooklyn unhappy?”


  “No.” I breathed out a cloud of cold winter air. “It makes Cori unhappy, but she fucked with my head enough to make me wonder if I was being a shitty father. I was a shitty father for so long that I doubted myself.”


  She nodded slightly.


  “And by the way,” I said, crossing my arms over my chest, “what the fuck did Justin Bieber mean when he mentioned me kicking his ass for being friendly to you?”


  “Henley?” She smiled at the Bieber reference. “That weekend I had to fly to L.A. he tried to hit on me. I told him you’d kick his ass if you knew.”


  “Hell yeah, I would’ve. But I didn’t get a chance, did I? Because you never told me, Viv.”


  She opened her mouth and closed it again. “This is different.”


  I moved closer to her. “Like hell.”


  “Kane . . .”


  “Viv.”


  A few seconds of silence passed.


  “I love you,” I said. “I’ve never had this before, what we’ve got, and I’m not losing it. I’ll tell Cori no more visits at their house.”


  Viv met my eyes solemnly. “You’ll tell her you want time with Brooklyn without her present. And if she says no, we’ll petition the court for it.”


  A sliver of hope glowed warm in my chest. “Okay, that’s fair. I’ll tell her that.”


  “And you’ll share stuff with me from now on. Not leave me in the dark.”


  “I’ll never leave you in the dark again.”


  Her eyes softened. “And you won’t let me sleep alone ever again.”


  I put my hands on her hips, the soft, familiar curves of her making my blood pump. “Never again.”


  “I love you,” she said, resting her palms on my chest. “I don’t think I’ll ever be able to love anyone else.”


  I leaned my forehead against hers. “I hope not, because I’ll fucking castrate any man you look twice at.”


  She laughed softly. “So romantic, Kane.”


  “I’m your unpolished gem, remember?”


  “You are.”


  “So let’s go inside and I’ll remind you just how unpolished I am in bed.”


  “I may need multiple reminders.”


  I pulled her in close. “Done.”
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  Four months later


  THERE WAS SOMETHING SEXY ABOUT the pale pink paint specks in Kane’s beard. He saw me admiring him and arched his brows.


  “See something you like?”


  “Maybe.”


  “Maybe?” He smacked my ass and scooped his hands behind my legs, picking me up.


  I laughed uncontrollably and even snorted in a most unladylike way as he tickled me. Brooklyn came running into the kitchen carrying a pink-paint covered paintbrush.


  “You ready for more paint?” Kane asked her, setting my feet back on the floor.


  “Yeah. Viv, come see how good it looks!”


  I smiled and walked down my apartment’s short hallway, admiring the tiny room that used to be my office. Now it was Brooklyn’s bedroom when she stayed with us. We were paining it pink and having new carpet put in. Kane had already started building a loft bed for her and was planning to make her a bookcase next.


  The gym’s storage room that had formerly been his home was now his woodworking shop. He’d discovered a passion for it and I’d often go to the shop with him, working on my laptop on the couch that still remained there. The silence between us was always comfortable. I liked knowing he was there even if we weren’t talking.


  Our life together was evolving nicely. We had Brooklyn every other weekend, which we’d achieved through mediation with Cori rather than taking her to court. Kane had told her in no uncertain terms that he wouldn’t be spending time alone with her anymore.


  He still wasn’t open to Grayson coming over. After a thirty day stay at a rehab facility in January, Grayson seemed to be doing better. But Kane said he still had a long road ahead and couldn’t be trusted in our home after stealing from me. We invited him to have dinner with us at the club regularly, and Kane had forgiven his six thousand dollar debt. He definitely hadn’t forgotten it, though, and he watched Grayson like a hawk. I was secretly relieved, because the trust between me and Grayson hadn’t been rebuilt yet.


  “You booked us in for a table Friday night, right?” I asked Kane.


  “Yep. In the room with the stripper pole.”


  I looked at him, my brows arched. “Are you kidding? I know you’re kidding, but I need you to confirm that you’re not taking my parents into the room with the pole.”


  “Course I’m kidding. Don’t worry, baby. Your parents are gonna love your tattooed, ex-con, nightclub owner boyfriend.”


  I shrugged. “They should love you, but if they don’t?”


  “Eff ‘em,” Kane said. He was watching his use of his favorite word around Brooklyn.


  “You can just say it,” she said, looking over at us from the wall she was painting. “I know what eff means.”


  Kane’s expression sobered. “If any boy ever says that word to you, I want you to slap him. Really hard.”


  She smiled the same smile that had melted my heart last fall in the most unexpected of places and ways. I saw so much of Kane in his daughter. And with her in his life, he was lighter. Free from the demons that had been chasing him when we met.


  A life full of love had been waiting for him. And now that he’d reached for it, he was holding on tight. And I was, too.
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  Two Years Later


  Brooklyn


  I’VE NEVER FELT SO BEAUTIFUL. My pale blue dress comes all the way down to the floor and it shines a little in the light when I move. I’m wearing sparkly silver sandals and my toenails are bright pink because I got my first pedicure the other day.


  And my hair . . . it’s all curled and piled on my head. Dad insisted on getting me a tiara that has tiny shining diamonds in it. He said I should look like the princess I am today.


  And I do. He’s marrying Viv today, but they’ve told me so many times that this isn’t just their special day–it’s ours.


  I’m walking slowly, like the wedding planner told me to. I’m not as nervous as I thought I’d be, because I’m keeping my eyes on my dad. He looks so handsome in his tuxedo, his short hair in a neat cut and his beard trimmed short.


  The way he’s smiling at me makes me want to cry. I see the shine of tears in his eyes. He feels so much guilt over missing the first nine years of my life and I wonder if he’s thinking about that. I hope not. I hope he’s thinking about the past two years, when he and Viv have tried hard to make up for lost time.


  We have lunch at the club every other Sunday, when it’s closed. One of the chefs there, Tim, lets us come in and help him cook. We wash and chop and talk about our week. Dad and Viv like hearing about my classes and friends. They come to all my soccer games.


  I love spending time at Dad and Viv’s place in the city. I spent a week there over Christmas and we shopped for the perfect tree. Dad carried it home over his shoulder and we decorated it pink and purple. We played games and wrapped presents and Viv helped me make a Christmas ornament and decorate a picture frame to give to Mom for Christmas.


  It was hard for Mom at first, when she was all alone. She was afraid of losing me, even though that could never happen. No one means more to me than Mom. But eventually she saw how happy it makes me to be with Dad and Viv. Now she likes it when I spend time with them.


  I get to the end of the aisle and Dad reaches up to wipe the corner of his eye. His friend Jeff claps him on the shoulder. I smile at him and take my place at the end of Viv’s row of bridesmaids.


  Being maid of honor is a pretty big deal. I still can’t believe Viv asked me. She said there was no one else she’d rather have. I love her. She’s beautiful and sweet and so in love with my dad.


  Everyone stands and turns toward the end of the aisle. I hear happy sighs, and I know why when I see Viv. She looks like a princess. Her strapless white dress glitters with all the pearls and beads sewn into it. It fits her so perfectly. Her dark hair is piled into curls on her head just like mine, and she wears a tiara that’s just a little bigger than mine.


  When I look at Dad, my eyes burn with tears. He’s crying and smiling at the same time. Viv’s dad is crying, too. He shakes Dad’s hand and kisses Viv when they reach the end of the aisle.


  I’m picturing Dad walking me down the aisle one day. Maybe Jeremiah Pennington will be standing there waiting for me. He’s a grade ahead of me in school and he doesn’t exactly know I exist yet, but I have plenty of time to change that.


  Viv turns to hand me her bouquet of white roses. I smile up at her and she reaches for me with a hug. I thrust the bouquet out to the side so it won’t get squished. I’ve got one job–to hold the bouquet during the ceremony, and I’m not blowing it.


  Viv’s friend Cara, who is the bridesmaid standing next to me, takes the bouquet so I can hug Viv. Phew. Viv already told me she’s got another bouquet to throw at the reception. She’s giving this one to me, and I want to keep it looking as perfect as it does right now.


  “I love you, Brook,” she says softly.


  “I love you, too.”


  I can’t wait for her to be my stepmom. I hope her and Dad have kids so I can have brothers and sisters. I’m a good babysitter.


  Viv wipes the corner of her eye, takes the bouquet from Cara and turns to Dad. He takes both her hands and brings them up to his mouth, kissing them. I hope Jeremiah Pennington will look at me this way someday. Dad adores Viv. He says she saved him from himself. She says it all started with him saving her, though.


  They both cry as they say their vows to each other. Seeing my big strong, dad cry makes me cry, too. I’ve never cried when I was happy until now. It’s kind of weird.


  When it’s time for the kiss, Dad kisses Viv nice and sweet, but then he wraps an arm around her waist and dips her back, still kissing her. Everyone laughs and claps. Dad and Viv are laughing, too. My dad is serious a lot of the time, but he’s got a fun side.


  I’m going to dance with him at the reception. As soon as he finishes the first dance with Viv. When it’s over, they’re taking a private plane to the Bahamas for their honeymoon. I wish I was going, but Mom told me all couples need to go on a honeymoon alone. Also, I’m pretty sure I know what they’ll be doing, and I wouldn’t want to be in the same hotel while that was going on. Gross.


  Dad and Viv are taking me to Disneyworld for a week in two months. That’ll be more fun than the Bahamas, anyway.


  The pastor announces Mr. and Mrs. Matthew Kane and Dad raises their joined hands in the air. The crowd is cheering. Dad leans over to the pastor and says something. The pastor gets everyone’s attention again.


  “Mr. and Mrs. Matthew Kane and their daughter Brooklyn,” the pastor says, smiling.


  Everyone cheers again. My face warms up as everyone looks at me. I smile and Viv links her free arm through mine.


  She doesn’t let go. When it’s time for them to walk down the aisle, all three of us go together.


  This is just like the fairytales Mom used to read me. I can feel it deep down inside. Dad and Viv’s happily ever after is about to start. And I get to be part of it.
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  BRENDA ROTHERT LIVES IN CENTRAL Illinois with her husband and three sons. She was a daily print journalist for nine years, during which time she enjoyed writing a wide range of stories.


  These days Brenda writes New Adult Romance in the Contemporary and Dystopian genres. She loves to hear from readers.


  Visit Brenda Rothert at www.brendarothert.com.


  Thanks for reading Barely Breathing. I hope you enjoyed it!


  Would you like to know when my next book is available? You can sign up for my new release e-mail list at Newsletter or like my Facebook page at Facebook.


  


  Twitter | Goodreads


  


  Reviews help other readers find books. I appreciate all reviews, whether positive or negative.


  You’ve just read Barely Breathing.


  You may also like:


  Standalone books


  Unspoken


  


  Lockhart Brothers


  Deep Down


  In Deep


  


  On the Line Series


  Killian


  


  Fire on Ice Series


  Bound


  Captive


  Edge


  Drive


  Release


  


  Now Series


  Now and Then


  Now and Again


  Now and Forever


  


  


  I hope you enjoy those as well!
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  BARELY BREATHING IS THE SIXTEENTH book I’ve written, and it was one of the toughest. I went through a motivational struggle early on and then had to get super focused to finish it on time. I often do my best writing under pressure, and I feel that way about some of the scenes I wrote near the end of my deadline on this book. But that supercharged creativity has a price. It means I put some other people under pressure, too.


  First and foremost, thanks to my formatter, Christine Borgford of Perfectly Publishable. She gets me, supports me and keeps me grounded. She also makes my books look beautiful and she formats them perfectly. She really adapted to my schedule on this book and it was a tremendous help.


  My friend and beta reader Janett Gomez was such a rock star with this book. She read it in sections, cheered me on and gave invaluable feedback. In this particular story, Janett saved my readers from a hairy cunt with her honesty. (Truth. You should totally thank her for that.) There is nothing that compares to having her constant, solid friendship in my life. I can call on her anytime and she’s always there. Huge hugs and heartfelt thanks, Janett.


  Michelle Tan and Pam Million also provided great beta feedback. Michelle’s e-mails and on the spot teasers keep me so motivated to push forward on a story.


  Stephanie Reid and Darlene Avery came to my rescue with beta feedback and line editing wizardry. So much love, ladies.


  Pam Carrion is pretty much the most awesome person ever. Her graphics, organization and support helped make my release day an actual release instead of just me thrusting the book into the universe and seeing what happened.


  Sara Eirew’s photo and Regina Wamba’s design expertise made the Barely Breathing cover my favorite of all my covers to date. Regina knocked me out with the design on this one.


  My wonderful blogger friends and the members of Rothert’s Readers helped spread the word about this book. I couldn’t do what I do without that group and the constant support I get there. It means so much.


  My village was smaller on this book, and for me it felt like a concerted effort by the core group of people who have my back every time I write a book.


  My husband and kids were understanding when I had to lock myself in my office and focus hard on this book. They’re very good at rolling with my crazy.


  Romance novels are so much more than love stories. I hope if my kids ever read my work one day, they’ll take from Barely Breathing that it’s never too late. No one is beyond hope. And love can heal the deepest of wounds.
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