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      Riley

      

      Hell hath no fury like a woman who’s been cheated on… again and again.

      I’ve had it. I dated Alex for six months, and he cheated on me... with my roommate.

      Now, I’m over him. And to finally avenge his stupid behavior, I’m about to do some misbehaving of my own… with his hot dad.

      Of course this won’t be a sacrifice… Rhett is about the sexiest man who’s walked Earth. He’s also my boss—and the man I’ll gladly hand my V-card to.

      

      Rhett

      

      When an unexpected guest arrives at my doorstep during my trip abroad, I didn’t expect her to be Riley, wearing shorts that make me drool.

      I see Riley at work, where she’s always dressed appropriately.

      This is supposed to be my time.

      Every year, I take a week off to celebrate my birthday. And now, because of a misunderstanding, I have to share my space with this young, hot girl who forgot the basic rules of modesty.

      Lucky for her… so have I.

      She has a dirty birthday celebration planned for me… and I’ll pay her in kind.

      Once the weekend is over, we’ll see who gets the better gift.
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      Riley

      

      
        
        Girl, u crazy.

      

      

      I read the text message from my best friend Lily.

      Then, as the smallest airplane I’ve ever flown on touches the ground, I smile. I should be tired after the other two flights it took me to get here all the way from Texas. Yet, a sense of determination and purpose washes over me as I look out the tiny window.

      The arresting views take my breath away.

      Fernando the Noronha, an island off the cost of Brazil, is gorgeous. Known as a treasured ecosystem because of its diverse marine and wildlife, it’s remote—less touristy than places like Bora Bora, but certainly just as stunning. I mean, I guess. Never been to Bora Bora, but if these azure waters and rock formations are anything to go by…

      My phone buzzes again, signaling another text.

      
        
        I mean, he’s your bf’s dad. And what if u get fired for creating this hot mess?

      

      

      I clutch the phone in my hand, and slide it into my tote bag. Yes, I created a hot mess. Yes, I’m using emergency, last-minute personal leave from work for a reason that’s not so… urgent.

      Lily has a point. But the knowledge that I shouldn’t be doing this has zero impact on my actions right now. Besides, Alex is my ex-boyfriend as of now. The bastard who cheated on me with my roommate. So now not only am I newly single, once I get back to Texas, I’ll be looking for a new place to live. Does he even know how hard it is to find a decent living arrangement these days? Thanks, d-bag.

      Which brings me here.

      I’ve worked as a corporate travel and events planner for Stanton Inc., the giant sports gear company that swooped the industry by storm, for two years. It’s an amazing job, great pay, especially since I’m a 22-year-old without a college degree. But I may kiss it all away with my revenge plot to sleep with my ex’s dad to teach him a lesson.

      The idiot has also been text messaging me non-stop, wanting to talk. Talk, my ass.

      Before my mom met my stepdad, she had the same type of problem. I know because I’ve seen her cry too many times under the dim light in the kitchen, when she thought I was sleeping or doing my homework.

      My father left us when I was two. She always looked for a male father figure for me, but until my stepdad came into our lives when I was ten, she had her heart broken a lot.

      I promised that would never be me.

      That’s why I still haven’t had sex with anyone, because I was scared I’d get too attached to the wrong person. Turned out, that happened anyway.

      Dated Alex for six months, and now I know why he was so patient with waiting for me. Because on his end, there was no waiting. The bastard was fucking my roommate Ava behind my back, the entire time. I was cheated on, again and again.

      Threads of frustration cross through my chest. Three days ago, when I found out, I was sad and hurt. Then I wiped my tears and decided to get even. He cheated on me with someone I can kick from my life, even if that means a huge hassle as far as living arrangements. I chose to get back at him for sleeping with someone he can’t kick out of his life. His dad.

      I depart the airplane, grab my luggage and leave the small airport. A cloud of smoke smacks me on the face, and I realize it’s humidity. Within seconds, as I walk to the white taxis lining up at the entrance, sweat forms on my forehead, and I feel this electric charge going over my hair line all the way down the tips. My hair feels frizzy, and I wonder if there’s a chance I’ll look put together after three flights and this godawful weather. Fat chance.

      “Quer ajuda, moça?” a short taxi driver asks, offering help from what I can guess, and I nod, and he helps me with my luggage.

      “Me leva para esse endereco, por favor,” I say, using the line from the Portuguese/English translator app I downloaded the night before. I’m sure my accent is heavy and laughable, but he glances at the paper I’m handing him, with the address to the rental house where Rhett is staying.

      Then he nods and I slide in the car.

      We ride through the heavenly setting, and I contemplate the scenery. Coconut palms sway in the wind and the sun glints off the ocean waves. I roll down the window, defying humidity for a moment of brief courage. The salty air has a decidedly tropical flavor, reminiscent of coconut and mango.

      The driver says something in Portuguese, and I recognize words like rápido, and conclude it won’t take us long to get to the area where Rhett’s rental home is located.

      A place like this would be perfect for a honeymoon, so idyllic and peaceful.

      But no sight in front of my eyes excites me as much as the one I’m about to see, soon.

      Very soon.

      Rhett Stanton. CEO of Stanton Inc. My ex-boyfriend’s dad.

      Thank god Alex never told his father about us... at first, I thought it was strange because he didn’t want to mix things as he worked at the same company. Then it all made sense. Alex didn’t want the two of us to go public and lose his chances of hooking up with everyone under the sun. I mean, I found out about my roommate, but who knows who else Alex fucked? There’s really no telling.

      I can’t wait to see the look of Alex’s face when I tell him I’m fucking his dad.

      Rhett. A ripple of excitement courses through me. Sure, he’s expecting someone else to show up at his door—a sugar baby named Sylvia. But there was a change of plans, and now, I’ll have to do.

      Truth is, seducing him won’t be a sacrifice. Far from it. During these two years I’ve worked for him, of course I thought about how sexy he was. How his deep brown eyes always seem to have golden rings around his irises. How broad and toned his shoulders look under his suit jackets. And how his sexy lips curve when he smiles… in a way that’s almost erotic, even though it comes across as casual.

      Whereas Alex has an endearing boyish charm that matches his 23 years of age, 44-year-old Rhett is all man. All taut muscles and grit, long muscular legs and power. He’s not the type of man who wastes time with silly games, or who lies about his whereabouts.

      He’s sexy, worldly, and the perfect person to take anyone on a ride to the wild side—even if I have to persuade him to get started…
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      “Do you need anything else, senhor?” Clara, the housekeeper, asks.

      “No, thanks,” I answer, and give her a generous tip, then close the door behind her. This is probably the last time I’ll see her.

      She came over to cook easy meals for the remainder of my stay. All of this has been arranged. I’ve been in this paradise for a few days, and by the end of my vacation, I’ll fly home with all my batteries recharged.

      It’s become a tradition.

      Every year, a week or so before my birthday, I travel somewhere I haven’t been before. I spend the first couple of days by myself, thinking, enjoying the quietude of a life away from being the CEO of one of the biggest sports gear companies in the United States. I don’t check work emails and am not bothered by my efficient assistant.

      Then, a sugar baby I carefully selected off a reputable agency, Sugar & Silk, joins me. And we eat and dine, possibly have sex, well, usually have sex.

      Sex isn’t part of the package, but I’ve never had any problem in that area.

      What is hard for me is—connecting with someone.

      So, I’ve given up.

      It’s easier to just have a good time. Though, would I prefer to have someone to share a life with? Yeah, sure. But it didn’t work out that way.

      I married my son’s mother, and we were too young and too dumb back then to make it work. We dissolved the marriage after six years, and thankfully we have a good relationship now.

      Still, no one has crossed my way to make me wish for more, but that could also be my fault. It’s easier to compartmentalize relationships.

      A knock at the door startles me, and I walk up to it. Maybe Clara forgot something. Or… could it be Sylvia? Nah. My sugar baby isn’t supposed to arrive for another few hours, according to the plans my travel coordinator arranged.

      I open the door and see a completely different woman.

      A luscious young woman with wavy brown hair, big eyes bluer than the ocean, and a sexy mouth with, I swear, the lushest lips—Riley.

      My brain reels me in, and the sexual natured assessment dies.

      Riley Breslin, my talented corporate travel and events coordinator. But what is she doing smiling at me like we’ve both been caught red handed, in a remote island, thousands of miles from home?

      “Riley?” I say out loud, as if to make sure this isn’t a mistake.

      “Hi, Rhett,” she says. I never required any of my managers to treat me formally, but the way she says my name… did she always have this rasp in her voice, the one that sets every hormone of mine on full alert? “Can I come in?” she asks for the sake of asking, because she sashays inside my territory, carrying a purse and a small suitcase behind her.

      I blink a couple of times, and can’t remember when I was last this befuddled. Shouldn’t she be thousands of miles away, at work? Though our company is big enough that I wouldn’t notice her absence even if I were in Texas, but still. This is beyond strange.

      Even if she took a vacation leave or something of that nature, in the world of impossible coincidences, and wanted to say hi because she saw me earlier at the beach or whatever. She has her luggage. This woman came to stay. What the hell is happening?

      Last I heard she was helping my assistant Beth to nail down some details of my upcoming birthday party in Texas. But that is a piece of cake for someone as talented as Riley, and I can’t think of any emergency that would land her at my doorstep. In a different country.

      She walks around, studying the tiled floor, then the open space area and the floor-to-ceiling walls displaying the stunning beach ahead of us. And I, who should not focus on her but on the circumstances, have another brain glitch, and my gaze feasts on her.

      I appreciate the soft line of her neck as she bends over a chair to get a better look outside, then idiot that I am, I continue to study the soft curve to her side, and my attention rests on her ass.

      Desire stirs inside me. It’s plumper than I would have imagined, probably because I never lusted over an employee’s ass. That definitely goes against my compartmentalizing rule.

      She wore cute and appropriate clothes at work, and these denim jean shorts are all but. They cling to her curvy hips, to her ass, and the hem whispers sinfully below where her ass meets her thigh, which makes me think she even picked one size smaller, or bought this with the goal of derailing anyone from their regular activities just by looking at her.

      “Nice view,” she says, pointing out the clear sand and clear blue ocean ahead.

      “Riley, what are you doing here?” I ask, confident of the authoritative current in my voice.

      “You’re not happy to see me?” she asks, feigning innocence.

      Happy? Hell no. I’m confused, aroused and everything in between. “What’s going on?” She knew where I’d be. Hell, she planned my trip, at least the logistics of it. I picked the place and gave her my dates, and she worked her magic. But her being here was never part of the package.

      “Well, a few different things, for starters,” she says, and even though she lifts her chin, a pang of nervousness laces her voice, and her bottom lip twitches. She’s edgy, which makes me apprehensive in response. Why the hell is she here? If there was an emergency with the company, I would know. My assistant Beth would contact me. “First, I’ve always wanted to visit this place… ever since I heard about it, which was about three months ago,” she says, hands fidgeting.

      “So now you’re a stand-up comedian.”

      She bites her lower lip. “Okay, fine. Your companion couldn’t make it. She’s got some rash or something. Didn’t want to go into details. You know, girl stuff.”

      I frown. The only reason why she knows about Sylvia is because I gave her the name of who would be coming with me so she could organize the details and expedite things. Besides a quick coffee date with Sylvia a week prior, I don’t know much about her myself. Still, if this were the case, Sylvia would contact me, wouldn’t she? She has my number. “And you couldn’t text me to let me know?”

      “I’m doing better. I found you a replacement.”

      “Riley, that’s highly inappropriate.” Is she for real? I barely exchange more words than small talk with Riley in passing. Her office is in a different floor than mine. I remember Alex mentioned once he thought she was cute, and I told him to keep his hands off my employees. My son certainly doesn’t operate under the same ethical code as me, the reason why he’s not really moving as fast in the company as he thought he would. Kid has a lot to learn. “What replacement?” I ask, challenging her to keep going. I never discuss my personal life at work, but I’m sure deep down some of the employees know I’d be a perfect sugar daddy. Maybe some of them saw me in public with much younger dates. But I don’t make a habit of talking about it.

      “I’m your sugar baby for your birthday celebration,” she says, and my heart stops beating.
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      Apprehension sits heavy in my stomach, then it travels around, and acid pushes up my throat. God. Should I gesture with my hands and say tah-dah, in a dramatic fashion to lighten the mood?

      He looks at me, spine locked into place and hands perched at his waist. He doesn’t look like he wants to fuck me. He acts like he wants to put me over his knee and spank me for pulling this on him.

      Well, granted, that doesn’t sound like a bad idea. That could be the ice breaker this awkward moment needs. “Do you-do you want to spank me?” I ask, before thinking things through.

      A glint travels across his brown eyes, but he doesn’t move an inch. “What?”

      I swallow. Fuck. Of course in my head, everything happened without a hitch. Everything was much easier and faster. Though in my defense, three days wasn’t long enough to plan perfection, particularly given my lack of experience landing a man like him. “I came as replacement. I mean, I’m not that bad looking,” I add. Yes, girl. Sell yourself. “Listen, I’d love to start saving towards owning a house, and the amount of money you’d drop on Sylvia with expensive gifts and shit was insane,” I add. “So I figured, since she couldn’t make it, I’d come and be that person, and sell the designer bags and jewelry afterwards. You know, make good use of the money. It’s never too soon to start investing,” I say, with the confidence of a person who reads business journals.

      “How magnanimous of you.”

      I wave him off. “Well, I’m a newbie, so I don’t know how these things work, but I learn fast. And I’ve been told my tits slay.”

      He snorts. “What the hell does that mean? Do they come with tiny mechanic arms on the side and can handle a sword?”

      The only sword my tits would handle will be his, I think but don’t have the guts to say.

      I rub my palms together, hoping for immediate wisdom. My friend Lily works at Sugar & Silk, a sugar baby agency, and she told me a bit about how the sugar daddy and babies relationship work. But I guess having to persuade the older man to accept me as the sugar baby is a different story. “Well, you date younger women, you should know what slay means.”

      “I do. But never heard tits could slay.”

      “Well, mine can.” Apparently. Well now, they better. God, I should have used a better argument. After the emotional distress of catching my boyfriend with my roommate and plotting revenge while sleeping on Lily’s couch for three days and then dealing with three godawful flights, my brain isn’t working as fast as usual.

      A small smile curls his lips, and a mix of fear and excitement trickles down my spine. “I can’t wait to see.” He tilts his head.

      A lump forms in my throat. He means now? He wants to see them right now? In broad daylight, in the middle of this bright living room?

      Shit. The man isn’t playing. Well, it’s time to back up my claim. Heat pools between my legs, and I reach for my t-shirt. I should really draw this out, but it’d only make me more nervous. He’d see the way my fingers are trembling, not because I don’t want to do it, but because it’s happening faster than I intended thanks to my big mouth.

      Now it’s too late to change my mind. I’ve flown all the way here for my revenge, and this man is handing it to me. I pull the t-shirt over my head, and in the same beat reach for the clasp of my bra, unclasp it, and toss it down the floor.

      The tips of my nipples are rock hard, but a soft heat stirs behind my breastbone. My chest never felt heavier, fuller. A wave of warmth spreads across my cheeks. My entire body is tingling, and the eroticism of him seeing me bare like this, for the first time, lights me up inside.

      “Look at me,” he demands.

      My eyes connect with his, and air is sucked from my lungs. I think about all the possibilities… will he take me now? Kiss me, bend me over a chair? Goose bumps raise on my arms, my underwear soaking already.

      “Naughty girl,” he says in a voice so low, I have to ask myself if those are the words I really heard. Then, he erases the distance between us, and arousal amplifies inside me, reaching an all-time high fever pitch. He picks the shirt up off the floor and hands it to me. “Get dressed,” he says in a gravelly voice. “Then we’ll chat.”
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      I told her we’d chat, but there’s a part of me that’s having problem stringing two words together.

      When I dared her to show me her breasts, I wanted to call her on her bluff. Who knew, maybe this was a sick birthday joke one of my friends from Texas played on me. That was her time to humble herself and tell me what really brought her here.

      What I didn’t expect was to see the most stunning pair of tits in front of me, begging to be touched. Licked. Fucked.

      They are medium sized, perky, with rosy peaks that were hard. She was turned on too. Damn.

      My cock moves, and I go to the wet bar in the formal dining area, and pour myself a generous glass of whisky.

      I was planning on breaking open this vintage bottle on my actual birthday, but I need all the help I can get right now. What the fuck. She went through with it. What does she really want?

      I take a long sip, the liquid burning down my throat then leaving a woodsy finish. I kick back on the chair. How quickly can I send her back? I mean, she got here on her own, but she can’t stay. Not with me. After what I saw, sharing the same room for longer than a night is impossible. I look at the amber contents in my tumbler.

      All I wanted was a stress free week.

      She somehow got rid of Sylvia, and followed me thousands of miles for what still has to be some stupid prank… my week is ruined.

      “I’m ready to chat,” she says, coming into my field of vision. She has her t-shirt on, and I make a gigantic effort not to picture her without it.

      I take another sip then set the tumbler aside. I could finish the whole damn bottle and it still wouldn’t remove the tension in my shoulders, the stiffening of my cock. The only thing that I could do to relax now would land me in a hot mess. “Sylvia doesn’t have a rash, does she?”

      A shade of pink stains her cheeks. “No.”

      “How did you get her not to come?”

      “My bestie Lily works at Sugar & Silk. So I asked her to contact Sylvia and say that, hmm, you had a weird rash and decided to reschedule the trip. Due to the delicate subject, we asked her not to contact you. You know, male ego and all that.”

      I would have laughed if I wasn’t concerned at this girl’s ballooning lies and lack of boundaries. “Riley, what have you done?”

      She curved the corner of her mouth, and I could swear she feels uncomfortable for a moment. “Listen, I need this more than she does. Trust me, Sylvia will be fine.”

      I lean over a chair, and stare at her. She’s on the other end of the oval, long dining table, her fingers whispering over the chair. “Why?”

      “Do you always challenge the women who want to spend time with you? It’s almost like you want to make me change my mind.”

      “I am changing your mind,” I say. “I never invited you here, as a sugar baby or otherwise. So I’m well within my right to send your ass back.” Your sexy, plump ass. I may not get to see it, but I’ll think about it in the shower later.

      She shakes her head. “I just got here.”

      “Listen, Riley, level with me. Why the fuck are you here? And don’t give me a silly excuse.”

      She paces around in a small circle, then comes to a halt. I see the small bob rolling down her throat, and a flash of vulnerability crosses her eyes. They are blue, light, but now they’re almost cobalt. “I… well... I was dating this guy who was a complete jerk. And he was sleeping around on me, with my roommate. I caught them together a few days ago.”

      A wave of concern washes over me, and my fingertips tingle. There’s an ache inside me to cut the distance between us and give her a hug. She feels betrayed, and has every right to do so. But I can’t let myself get involved in her romantic life. It’s not my place, and I don’t want to make this troublesome snowball get any bigger.  “I’m sorry. He’s obviously a stupid idiot.”

      She smiles. “Thanks. Finally we agree on something.”

      I glance at her, and a warm energy bounces between us, and it flicks on something inside me. Not just sexual, but a different kind of emotion. One I’m not prepared to address. “I still don’t see how I come into play.”

      “Well, how about this… if you need financial advice, would you ask Warren Buffett or some dumb kid who flunked college?”

      I lift my eyebrow. Her snarky side turns me on almost more than her perky tits or sexy ass. At work, in meetings, she had funny one-liners here and there, but nothing this bold. “What are you getting at?”

      “When I said I was a newbie, I didn’t mean just at sugar baby stuff. I’m a virgin. I was waiting for this jerk who cheated on me, and now, I refuse to lose my virginity to another idiot my age. I want the best for once in my life. I want you.”

      Blood thrums in my veins. Words fail me. I look for them, think of them, but hesitate after I part my lips.

      She’s a virgin. And she’s chosen me to break her in, which can be flattering. I can’t go walking around having sex with virgins, though. That’s not my style. That could be even more problematic than her just being an employee. A much younger employee, who wants to get back at the kid who made the biggest mistake of his life. Who in their sane mind would cheat on Riley?

      I swallow the dry lump in my mouth. “I’m flattered, but it’s still a no. You work for me, and you’re great at what you do. I don’t want complications.” Legal complications or otherwise.

      “Neither do I. Which is why this is a sugar daddy/baby situation, perfect for what I have in mind. I’m on the pill. I promise you this isn’t a scheme to get pregnant by a rich guy or anything. I’m also clean, obviously.”

      She’s on the pill. Christ. I run my fingers down my face, frustration filling my chest. “You’re angry at your ex. I can’t let you make a decision out of anger,” I say, and try really fucking hard to believe my own words. She needs to listen, but so do I. Because with each passing second, common sense takes a backseat to this growing attraction between us. Sizzling. Maddening.

      “Why not?”

      “Because you don’t really want this.” I don’t want her to use me to get back at her ex.

      She crosses her arms over her chest. “And you know that how?”

      I clear my throat. “Listen, it’s four p.m. Why don’t you stay tonight? I’m sure you’re tired, and finding you a place to stay without reservations isn’t easy here. But tomorrow, we’ll figure this out,” I say, even though figuring things out means completely different things for the both of us.
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      One night.

      I have one night to seduce this hot man while I jeopardize my career. He’ll hate me when all of this is over. He’ll probably fire me.

      He doesn’t have a clue about Alex. I can’t tell him. If I do, he’ll never agree to have sex with me. Well, not like he’s agreeing to much anyway. A twinge of guilt stabs at me. How mad will Rhett be when he finds out his son is my ex? Probably furious.

      But I can’t back down now. I’m all the way here, and secured one night in his rental home. I have to make the most of it.

      Besides, as much as he denies it, I can tell Rhett wants me. The way he looks at me stokes a fire in my core. I tell myself this is all about revenge, but damn, the man is so hot. Hot in a way that goes beyond him being a beefcake daddy.

      The way he looks at me warms me up inside, and I feel lighter, brighter. I never felt this way for Alex or anyone else.

      I look at my reflection in the mirror. I chose a white summer dress, with a V cut and a ruffled pattern in the middle section. If I were to sell myself as a virgin in some sketchy auction, this would be the dress for sure. I don’t bother with shoes, and leave the elegant guest room he showed me into an hour ago.

      I stroll through the hallway that features abstract art done by local artists on the off-white walls. I know so because I checked out this place online, and now it’s surreal to be here, walking barefoot over the tiled flooring, appreciating the serene vibe of this impressive beach house.

      I hear a noise in the kitchen, and follow the sound, to find him fumbling over the stove, juggling a couple of pans. A bottle of white wine is open, and there’s a glass with most of it gone.

      “Need help?” I ask, unsure about what else to say. Though how I can help beats me. I’m no Michelin starred chef, that’s for sure. “I do basic shit well and that’s about it, but I can help with whatever.”

      “I’m good. Just heating up some food, I can’t take any credit,” he says. “Take a seat.” He cocks his head in the direction of the stools in front of the marbled island. I slide on a stool, and my gaze feasts on him. He’s wearing a gray shirt that would look plain on anyone else, but on him, it’s dynamite. It clings to his muscles, outlines the strong cords of his shoulders. The way his ass fills his jeans makes my throat dry.

      He glances over his shoulder. “You’re not allergic to seafood, right?”

      I shake my head. Right now, the only thing I’m allergic to is common sense.

      

      For the next hour, we sit next to each other, and talk about places he’s visited. I devour the lobster pasta dish he put in front of me, and drink white wine. We fall into an easy conversation, and it’s like we’re two people who are catching up instead of a hot older man and a naïve but determined young woman who’s desperate for him to fuck her.

      At this point, Alex and his betrayal is far at the back of my mind. With Alex, we’d chat and have a good time, but his father is completely different than anyone I’ve ever met. He’s in a league of his own. What I have to remind myself is that I don’t belong in that league.

      “When did your birthday celebration idea start?” I ask, after sipping some wine.

      He puts his plate to the side. “Ten years ago.”

      “What inspired you to do that?” I insist. His birthday celebration rules just seem so specific. I wondered about what motivated those special rules, even as I worked with his assistant to organize his own upcoming party in Texas. But now I need to focus on what’s at hand.

      I lean in, interested.

      “I lost my best friend Will to cancer ten years ago. He died a week before his birthday,” he says, and there is an edgy, sad undertone in his voice. “I vowed to myself to enjoy my birthdays, at the very least. Going on a trip to a place I’ve never visited before, to recharge the batteries, then enjoy some company seems a like a good way to do it.”

      I reach to his hand and squeeze it. “I’m sorry for your loss.”

      He gives me a tap before he takes his hand away from mine. “Thanks. I work a lot, and tend to forget about everything else for the rest of the year. And travel for business a lot, too, as you know.”

      “Yes. Though… why don’t you just invite someone you already know to your birthday celebrations? Why does it have to be a hired person?” I ask, then second guess my choice of words. I don’t want to imply he’s paying a sex worker. Nothing against sex workers, but Lily told me a bit about the rules about Sugar & Silk daddies and babies, and they seem to have a higher moral ground than I previously thought.

      “It’s easier for everything to go without a hitch,” he says, then realizes the irony in his own answer, with me sitting next to him and not Sylvia. He chuckles, and I do the same. “That’s usually the case, anyway.”

      I ignore his jab. “But you do date in Texas… right?” I say for the sake of saying. Of course he dates… I’ve seen pictures of him with hot women before.

      “Yeah. But inviting anyone on a birthday trip seems more official and I don’t want to complicate things.”

      A bit of disappointment squeezes my heart. Does he believe he doesn’t have enough to give to someone, emotionally? Or is it a fact he doesn’t have enough? The difference shouldn’t bother me, but it does. It’s like I want to reach out and give him a hug, which is crazy, because he doesn’t need my support. “So you’re a through and through bachelor.”

      He frowns, maybe noticing the hint of accusation in my voice. “I’m open to meeting the right person.”

      “What? That goes against everything else you just said. How can you make a meaningful connection with anyone when you don’t give it time or a real shot?” I ask, and the image of my mom crying in the kitchen flashes in my memory. Unlike Rhett, my mom always gave men way too many chances. But she also gave my stepdad a chance, and that relationship works. Where do I stand in all this? Did I give Alex a fair shot or did I hinder our relationship by not sleeping with him for six months? I bite my inner cheek, trying to focus on the present. Maybe a part of me always knew Alex wasn’t worth fully giving myself to. Maybe he wasn’t worth the chance.

      “You’re quite the thinker, Riley,” he says, pulling from my thoughts.

      “Me analyzing you is my way to repay you for this lovely dinner.”

      “The way to repay me would be to go on your merry way tomorrow.”

      I roll my eyes at him, but his words still sting. “You know what that’d mean, right?”

      “What?”

      “Well, if you can’t help me out, I’d have to find someone who can?”

      He narrows his eyes. “You’re not saying—”

      “I kept my virginity long enough. I had this pragmatic idea that sex would get me confused, but it turns out, not having it is making me more confused. The only way for me to move forward and open myself to healthier relationships is letting go,” I say, and the idea makes sense. If Rhett doesn’t want me, does that mean I’m back to square one? I can’t date someone else for months without sex only to build that person up and be disappointed again.

      Of course if Rhett helped me out, at least that part of the problem would be solved.

      “Yes, but when you meet a nice guy—”

      I swivel on the stool, my gaze wandering through the kitchen. “No. I thought I had, and that guy sucked. I don’t want to build expectations again. I want to be like most girls my age.”

      “You aren’t like girls your age,” he says, cutting me off. I detect annoyance in his voice. “You’ll never be like the girls your age, Riley. Hell, you’re not like the girls my age,” he adds, his tone sounding almost… personal.

      I suck in a breath, anxiety cooling my veins. What the hell does he mean, and why does he look so tense?

      “You are a fucking brat,” he says. “A cunning one. A smart one. Full of snarky ass responses and a body that won’t quit.” He slams his fist on the marbled counter, shaking his head. “You are every reason why I can’t fuck you, Riley. Because I wouldn’t know how to stop,” he says, and slides off his stool and storms out of the kitchen.
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      The weight of guilt finally falls on my shoulders. I drain the rest of my white wine, then slide out of the stool, my head buzzing.

      His words reverberate through me, the sound of his voice still echoes in my ears. It was the hottest thing I ever heard, but also the nicest. Sounded like he meant every bit of it.

      My heart is beating faster than it ever has.

      A fresh wave of regret washes over me. I can’t use Rhett for sex. Not like I ever got close to it anyway, but damn, he’s Alex’s dad. Why didn’t I think things through? I was so desperate to get some closure, some silly revenge, that I didn’t see that not only would I jeopardize my career—now it’s obvious I could hurt Rhett, and also his relationship with Alex.

      That can’t happen.

      Alex was a jerk, but I can’t double down and fuck over his dad.

      Though I’d like to fuck his dad, more than anything, especially after what he just told me. I can’t, though. I can’t play with his feelings and really, not with mine either. What if I fall in love? I cared for Alex, but I have the gut feeling it’ll pale in comparison to what I can develop for Rhett.

      I wash the dishes, and clean up the counter. Then, I walk to his room. I can’t wait any longer to tell him how I feel.

      I knock a couple of times, then hear this loud sigh. Poor guy thinks I’m here to jump his bones. I can’t blame him. I’ve been so selfish.

      When he opens the door, my heart drums in my ears. It’s best that I just speak and apologize for everything… maybe this way I can still salvage my job and what’s left of my dignity. Nothing truly happened between us. He saw my boobs, so what? I don’t have to tell Alex anything, which means there won’t be a huge father and son fallout resulting in my being fired. All will be okay.

      “I’m done talking,” he says, annoyed.

      “I just wanted to say… I’m sorry. This is your birthday celebration and not only have I hijacked it and made it about me, but I also made it super uncomfortable for you,” I say, hoping he can hear the honesty in my voice.

      The contours of his face soften a bit, and he cocks his head to one side. “In a nutshell.”

      I smile a little. “So you’ll be happy to know I’ll get out of your hair tomorrow. I’ll find a place to stay, visit for a couple of days then leave.” I’ll probably never visit this island again, so some touristy sightseeing is called for. It’ll be beyond depressing, obvi, to do that all on my own. But I can’t expect any more from him. He’s done enough.

      “Really?”

      “Yes. I would now, but I’m so tired and it’s been a long day.” I yawn. “I think the time difference is getting to me. I’d already be in bed by now back home. Is it really okay if I stay for the night?” I ask, deep down glad I at least have a place to crash. Tomorrow, I’ll find a bed and breakfast and reroute. Away from Rhett, I realize sadly. I’ll miss the bantering.

      “Of course. I wouldn’t want you to go anywhere.”

      “Thank you.” I step back.

      He gives me a glance before saying, “No problem. Good night.”

      “Good night,” I say, and there’s still a small selfish part of me that wishes he pulled me into his room and kissed me against the door.
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      “So you have no vacancy?” I ask to the employee on the other end of the line.

      “Sorry. We only have twelve rooms and they’re all occupied. Try Pousada Maria Bonita.”

      “Already done,” I say, then thank the guy and turn off my phone.

      I should have known. Most places in this area are charming pousadas, or bed-and-breakfasts, and the few boutique hotels are most likely always occupied. I lucked out being able to rent this home months in advance. Fernando de Noronha isn’t a place where people just come upon. It requires planning, from what I heard—even for Brazilians. The chances of an available room at a decent place without a reservation in the weekend are non-existent.

      I sip some of my coffee and set my phone aside.

      I didn’t expect her to come apologize last night. That showed maturity and also made my heart stop. After what I told her in the kitchen, I was so pumped, so filled with rage with myself for wanting her so badly that I decided to hole up in my bedroom and clear my head.

      But seeing her only made my brain more fogged.

      Of course she was right. She hijacked my birthday, and completely put me in a tough situation, where right and wrong collided like two rocks thrown in the air. Until all was left was small pieces on the ground, and it became impossible to distinguish one from the other.

      When she said goodnight I closed the door, but hoped she’d come back. I was so frustrated that if she did, I’d send my last attempt at doing the right thing to hell, and welcome her in my arms. In my bed. All night long.

      Thankfully though, that didn’t happen.

      Best that way.

      Now it’s a new bright morning.

      I had a plan for today, which included snorkeling. This was supposed to be a fun day for me and Sylvia, but the memory of her is so distant. Feels like I’ve been here in this house with Riley for weeks.

      What do I do? Do I just go sightseeing alone and wish her luck? I know she won’t find a place to stay easily. Besides, I feel responsible for her. She doesn’t speak the language, and what if she gets mugged? I can’t let anything bad happen to her. I would never forgive myself.

      Maybe…

      I pick one of the breakfast pastries the housekeeper left yesterday. They’re pão doce, sweet soft bread with rasps of coconut and guava, and delicious as hell. Not as delicious as Riley would be, but I have to settle for this.

      “Good morning,” she says, sashaying into the kitchen.

      “Slept okay?”

      “Yeah.” She yawns. “I’ve been awake for an hour or so, just lying in bed.”

      That image unfurls in my head, and I give myself a mental punch. “Eat something.”

      She waves me off, blushing. “Nah, it’s okay. I’ll grab my stuff and walk around the island, and find a place to stay. You have been through enough.”

      The idea of her just walking around with her belongings while she looks for a place to stay doesn’t sit well with me. She’ll stick out like a sore thumb. “Listen, Riley, I was thinking… if all you want is a couple of days to see everything, why don’t you stay here? There’s plenty of room, and it’ll be impossible for you to find a room without a reservation.”

      She lifts her hand in polite refusal. “That’s generous, but I don’t want to give you any more trouble.”

      “No trouble at all. It’s not generous, just pragmatic.” I know how to not mix things. I can do this, I repeat internally as if I’m about to face some MMA fighter instead of a five foot four woman with a smile so powerful, it has the power of bringing nations together. And a sexy body that can abolish civilizations.

      She straightens her shoulders, and her gaze travels from me to the ceiling then back to me. “Oh. Okay. Then sure, I’d love to.”

      “I have something arranged for today, snorkeling. If you want to come, you’re welcome to,” I say, the words parting from my mouth like they have a mind of their own. I invite her to an outing without much thinking, or any thinking. It’s one thing to offer her shelter, that’s the good Samaritan thing to do. Inviting her to spend the entire day by my side? That’s plain dumb. What the fuck just happened? I part my lips to withdraw my offer, but hesitate when she squeals, excitement crossing over her facial expression.

      “Really? That sounds so fun.”

      “Yeah.”

      She bites her lower lip and then claps. “Thank you, Rhett. I promise I’ll behave. You won’t even know that I am there.”

      I slap on a neutral smile. Not knowing she’s there? I seriously doubt it…

      

      Two hours later, I am already second guessing my impulsive offer.

      Here we are, snorkeling in clear ocean water, along with a few other tourists. I’m hearing some German and Italian. To be fair, the sound of the thump my heart makes every time I swim around her sends any other chatter to the background.

      She’s wearing a bright pink two-piece. The bikini top is a couple of triangles that barely cover her breasts, and the bottom almost sent me to the emergency room. It’s small and a G-string. Her ass is out there, bare, a tiny piece of cloth almost disappearing between her cheeks. It’s even hotter than I imagined.

      I must have been a masochist to have welcomed this kind of trouble in my home. But I couldn’t not do it. Now, I’m paying the price.

      “This is so beautiful,” she says, popping her head out of the water. “Do you want to come?” she cocks her head in the lower direction, meaning to go under the water, but my perverted brain starts glitching when I hear those five words from her sexy mouth.

      Do.

      You.

      Want.

      To.

      Come.

      I’d give one of my vital organs to come right now. But I can’t. Last night, I stood my ground, and I have to stay strong in my conviction. Shouldn’t be a problem. I show her around today, we have good clean fun, then tomorrow or the day after she can schedule a flight and go back to Texas.

      Nothing less, nothing more.

      Though my body wants more. A whole lot more.

      “C’mon,” she says, nudging my elbow, and I find myself slipping on my snorkel mask and following her under the water.

      For the next minutes, it’s like I’m in one of those National Geographic documentaries inside a blue world, filled with exotic schools of fish, vibrant corals, and—she taps me on the shoulder gently, and points at a sea turtle.

      We both look at the incredible turtle then we share a moment, glance at each other and a warm sensation travel through me. This feels… right. Peaceful.

      Soon, we rise to the surface to catch some air, the sun shamelessly dappling the water. “Wow. So nice. Thanks so much again, Rhett.” She comes close and deposits a chaste kiss on my cheek, and quickly swims away. The warm sensation from seconds ago turns into a hot current making waves inside me. This is only a kiss of gratitude.

      Nothing less, nothing more, I remind myself.

      Even though I still want a whole lot more.
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      “Can you please apply some sunscreen on me?” Riley asks me.

      This is day two of our truce. Yesterday, after snorkeling we visited the island, took some pictures, shared a seafood dinner and went home.

      Today, we’re sunbathing at a paradisiac beach. She told me she’s looking into flights back for the next day. I understand. After all, she probably charmed Human Resources at Stanton Inc., secured last-minute personal leave and left work in the hands of her assistant for the last few days. She wants to go back. The idea still fills me with nostalgia.

      Having her with me for the last couple of day has been better than any sugar baby I spent time with in the past. Maybe because the sugar babies usually want to please me, whether it feels genuine or not. It’s an easy, challenge-free, transactional relationship.

      Riley is authentic. Smart. And she doesn’t blow smoke up my ass.

      “Sure,” I say, though dreading doing it. The sun is brutal though, and I don’t want her hot body to get sunburned.

      “Here.” I let my hand glide from her shoulders to her back, making sure I don’t miss a spot.

      I stop at the small of her back, my fingers hovering over that dangerous area. I don’t want her fine ass to get red, but also don’t want to blur the lines. I glance around us, and see the only other couple in this remote beach gathering their belongings to go.

      Fernando de Noronha is definitely more on the remote side.

      I stare at her perfect ass, the two plump mounds of flesh. Then, I shake my head and go back to my towel. “Done.”

      Then, I close my eyes. There, I did the right thing. My body is in an uncomfortable stir, but I can lay next to her, on my towel, and just relax.

      See. Much better. I am a 44-year-old man, I repeat to myself. Soon to be 45. Very soon.

      I control my own actions and all that crap from a self-help book. I can resist temptation. I can resist Riley Breslin.

      I feel a pair of warm hands on my back, then all my efforts go down the drain. I jerk like I’ve been poked by a strange creature. “What?”

      “Your turn,” she says, and I can hear her reaching for the sunscreen tube and squirting some lotion on her palm. Oh, fuck no.

      “You don’t have to.”

      She clicks her tongue. “Are you serious? This sun is deadly. Come on.”

      “Okay,” I say reluctantly. I give another look around us, as if to make sure we’re not being watched like we’re doing something wrong. Blood rushes through my veins, hot and thick. “Just be quick.”

      “You won’t even notice I’m doing it,” she says in a sing-songy voice, like this is no big deal.

      Doubt it. At first, she touches the muscles in my back like she’s making some discovery, her fingers tracing the line along my shoulders then down the middle of my back and lower still. “I never asked… where does the name Rhett come from?” she asks. “Was your mom a Gone With the Wind junkie?”

      I’m honestly surprised she’s even heard of the movie. But also relieved we’re talking about a safe topic. “Yes. Mom’s name is Melanie. This nonsense started with my grandma, who was obsessed with the book and the movie.”

      Even though I can’t see her, in a weird way I hear her smile. “I like it. Suits you.”

      “I got used to it,” I say, and shift a bit on the towel to silently tell her I’m done with her sunscreen assistance, but she doesn’t get the hint. Her hands are still on me, and my body is so aware of it, I’m about to internally combust. I close my eyes, but I see flashing dots. There is no running from these reactions.

      “How often do you work out?” she asks, straddling my back, her body drooping over mine as she reaches to apply it on my arms.

      “Two hours a day,” I hiss out. Her barely covered tits whisper over my flesh. I draw in a breath, and her feminine fragrance blends with the scent of salt water and sand. This is like heaven and hell at the same time.

      She whistles. “Wow. Every day?” she asks, her voice too dangerously close to my ear.

      “Most days.”

      “Nice. I do Pilates, but I get away with twice a week. Though after seeing you, damn. I should do it more often.”

      “You’re fine,” I say in a grumpy fashion, irritated at how her compliment makes my dick move.

      “That’s nice of you to say,” she says in a neutral voice. If she caught my irritation, she’s ignoring it. Besides… Nice? I snort. Nothing about this situation is nice.

      It’s overwhelming, intense as fuck, and infuriating.

      She continues to apply sunscreen on me, in a nice vigorous motion that feels like a massage. Then, she stops, taps my back, and says, “Okay. Off for a swim. Want to come?”

      Oh, god, do I. If she continues to throw words like want and come like that, I might just make the worst mistake of my life—and not regret it. My heart gallops in my chest. Every part of me is dying to say yes. “Why don’t you go first? I’ll catch you later.”
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      “How do you like your food?” Rhett asks me on the other side of the table.

      Tonight, we’re eating steak and salad outside by the pool. The end to a magical day, and I know I should be grateful for his stellar treatment given the way I threw myself at him two nights ago. Why am I still wanting more? Maybe it was the way he looked at me at the beach, or how stiff his body became when I applied sunscreen on him.

      I know he wants me, but I can’t make him act on it. It must come from him. And it may never happen. I need to be okay with that.

      “Riley?” he calls me again, yanking me from my thoughts.

      I stare at him across the table, wearing a white short sleeved shirt and jeans. The simplicity of his clothes barely contains the complexity of his muscly body. His face is slightly red from the sun, which only makes him even sexier. “Yes?”

      He tilts his head, like he’s trying to get a better view of me. To look deeper. To discover all my secrets. “Are you okay? You seem sad.”

      I swallow. Yes, I’m pining over a dick that I won’t ever have. “Nah, I’m good… just thinking where I go from here.”

      “What do you mean?”

      I play with my fork. “Well, you know, moving on when I get back to Texas…”

      An expression of concern crosses his face. “You’re not considering going back to your ex, are you?”

      “No. I’m all done,” I say without a trace of regret. I shared some good moments with Alex, but even if he hadn’t cheated, looking back I wonder if we would last much longer. Was he just with me because he wanted to be my first? Regardless, I didn’t have that easy flow the way I have with Rhett. Or the strong sexual pull.

      His smile holds the intimacy of a secret. A delicious secret. “Good. He didn’t deserve you.”

      “Let’s hope the next guy does.” I sigh. “Sorry, I don’t mean to sound cynical.”

      He reaches across the table and holds my hand. “You’re refreshing.”

      “Is that a nice way of saying I’m a pain in the ass?”

      He chuckles, but doesn’t remove his hand from mine. In fact, his fingers move over mine, hovering, and each small brush sends tingles of awareness up my arm and straight down to my pussy. I inhale, so wanting to caress him back, but the fear of rejection claws my heart. He’s told me many times he’s not interested.

      He taps my hand, then takes his away. “You’re a beautiful woman.” There’s a quality in his tone, like he’s struggling to say those words, and that sends thrills down my spine.

      “Don’t do that,” I say quietly.

      “What?”

      “Don’t be all nice and not see it through,” I say, then immediately regret. Then, I collect whatever remains of dignity I have left, and stand. “Thank you for dinner. But I’m done for the day,” I say. Next day I’ll leave so this is our last dinner together. A pang of regret stabs at me, but what else can I do?

      He stands, and clutches my wrist before I have a chance to scurry away. “I didn’t mean to upset you. Damn it, Riley.”

      His touch sends searing ripples through me. “It’s okay. Like I said, I’m just done.”

      “What if I’m not?” he asks in a growly voice, then pulls me closer, so fast I gasp. His gaze falls to my lips, and every part of me is throbbing, my heart about to leap from my throat. I part my lips, and he takes full advantage, dipping his head and swooping my mouth with his.

      The moment our lips touch, a jolt of electricity courses through me. I wrap my hands around his neck, like I am so fucking scared he’ll change his mind again and stop. He swipes his tongue over mine, and holy fuck—currents of sexual awareness make waves and waves in my body, the pressure building. My nipples are hard, my underwear already soaked.

      He kisses me like we have an important train to catch and are running out of time. He kisses me like we’re passionate lovers about to be shipped to different galaxies, away from each other. And I eat it up. I match his urgency, I plaster myself on him, I nip his lower lip.

      A low growl escapes his mouth, and he sweeps me off my feet and hooks his arms under my legs. I yelp, surprised, but also loving how this confirms he’s not running away. He’s not stopping anything.

      He carries me to his bedroom, kissing me passionately, and after he enters it, he kicks it closed with his foot.

      Carefully, he puts me on my feet, and this time when I feel the ground somehow it seems lighter, fluffier. “I’m not done, Riley. If I fuck you now, I’ll never be done. Are you sure that’s what you want?” he says in a raspy voice and I feel the weight of each word.

      Excitement pumps in my veins. “Yes.”

      A spark catches his eyes, and he pulls the dress from me, then goes on to swiftly remove my bra and underwear. I shiver, and any insecurity about being fully naked before him dissolves like powder in the ocean.

      “Did you say you’re on the pill?” he asks.

      “Yes.”

      “I’m safe, but if you want me to—”

      “I trust you,” I say.

      He gets undressed, without making a big fuss, barely letting me appreciate the view, then joins me in the bed, and slams his mouth on mine, kissing until we’re breathless. When our lips meet it’s like this frantic search for more.

      I wish I could slow it down, but I can’t. We’re both moving too fast, and I don’t feel in control. He drags his mouth from mine to my neck, his tongue working a path down my neck, then he cups my breast, and brings the other one to his mouth.

      My moans fill the air.

      “You are gorgeous. Every piece of you.”

      “You haven’t seen every piece of me.”

      He smiles. “I will.”

      God, do I want him to…

      He lowers himself on my body, kissing every bit of skin all the way to my pussy.

      When he dips his head between my thighs and I feel his breath whispering over my bare flesh, I moan. This is way more than I could have dreamed, and it’s finally happening.

      The second he laps his tongue at my folds, a bolt of sexual energy races through me. Every part of me comes achingly alive, achingly ready for this man. He licks my most intimate part, and my hips undulate in response, staying still is impossible. Aroused, I lower my hands to touch his hair, massage his scalp, as I’m so desperate, so fidgety, so wanting to find something to do to lower the hellish internal temperature taking over my body. It’s like the air has been stolen from me, breaths coming out in small gasps with each masterful stroke of his tongue.

      “So good. Yes,” I whisper.

      While sucking my pussy, he starts playing with my clit, running his thumb over it. If I was already soaking wet before, now my center is drenched. I am so turned on. I buck my hips, and he takes me, his thumb not letting up and if anything intensifying the flicks on my sensitive bud. I thrash my head from side to side, sweat slicking my neck and arms.

      He makes a growling sound, a sound of approval, a sound of a man who’s eating his favorite meal after a long, life-threatening fasting—that sends me over the edge. A ball of pleasure forms in my center and rolls through me, exploding in my chest.

      My sweaty body shivers, succumbing to the power of this orgasm. I call his name, with every quiver of my limbs, with each maddening throb of my heart, with each flicker of firework shooting from the corner of my eyes. I call his name until my lungs are tired. I call his name because right now, nothing else makes sense. And I’m afraid it’ll be like that until my last breath.
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      I drag my mouth to her upper body, my lips touching every inch of her flesh I can manage until my tongue meets hers. Our kiss is explosive, our mouths insatiable for one another, my cock about to explode.

      When I tasted her and devoured every drop of her tangy female cream, I was mentally coaching myself not to lose it. Not to give in. But now, literally, it’s getting harder and harder.

      Riley is everything I’ve ever wanted, and there’s only so much I can control. I still want to make her first time good for her, though—my main motivation not to simply pump into her left and right until we fucking glitch in each other’s arms.

      She runs her nails over my shoulders, and I quiver. “I want all of you.”

      “Then you shall have it,” I say, my voice gravelly. “Naughty girl.”

      More like greedy girl, I realize, as she bucks her hips and wraps her legs around my waist. Does she even know exactly what she’s asking for? Adrenaline rushes through me. Of course she doesn’t. Riley dives headfirst, and right now, for once, I should reciprocate. Also, send a thank you note to the universe for sending this fucking incredible person my way.

      I position the thick head of my cock at her entrance, and she moans, scratching my shoulder blades harder. A twinge of ache shoots through me, only enhancing the animalistic lust already filling me up. “Christ.”

      She nips my jaw, and I want her so much, all my blood rushes to my cock in a tsunami move. I feel lightheaded almost, looking at her so lovely, so generous, so ready for me. So… mine.

      Mine.

      She’ll never be anyone else’s. That revelation sweeps over me, and I ease my cock inside her drenching wet pussy. She’s airtight, and as I move forward, driving myself deeper into her, I feel some resistance.

      I look at her, and she’s inhaling, eyes closed for a moment. I swallow, not moving any further, giving her time to get used to me. “You okay, baby?” I ask softly, then caress her cheek.

      She opens her eyes, and a delicious smile forms on her mouth. “Yes.”

      I kiss her cheek, and she contracts her inner walls, clinging to my cock. I groan. “You’re killing me, Riley.”

      “Didn’t expect that from a virgin?” she asks in a playful voice, though there’s an undercurrent of tension in her voice, like she’s still getting used to my size. To me inside her. Can she feel my cock throbbing against her most intimate walls?

      “Didn’t expect that from anyone,” I say, and when I hear myself, I detect the heaviness in my words, the seriousness in my voice. Another glimpse of revelation comes down on me, much sharper than the previous one. It’s about feelings I never expected for her. It’s about forever. I mentally slap myself, too overwhelmed to focus on them. Or maybe too scared.

      She moans, and I begin moving inside her, careful to read her facial expressions, to make sure she’s comfortable. “Starting to feel… hhmmm… good.”

      “You just wait.”

      “I’ve waited for twenty-two years. For you,” she says, and those words unlock a primal part of me. I undulate my hips, then move faster, first with quick, shallow thrusts, and she eggs me on… she’s bucking her hips into mine, whispering my name, her fingers biting in my flesh.

      God, it feels so good.

      I should slow down, I should be a better man, but I am not. My heart is about to gallop out of my chest. Each time I drive in and out of her, she holds me closer, wrapping her legs tighter around me like she doesn’t want me to be a single inch away from her.

      I lower my hand to her pussy, and flick her clit. She whimpers, and I dip my lips to meet hers in a kiss that threatens to throw a grenade into my chest. Our tongues seek, tease, reverence each other. In tandem with that amount of passion, of want, I intensify the flicks on her clit, and soon, she puts her hand on my chest, wrenching her mouth from mine, her breath labored.

      “Fuck, I…” she starts, but I don’t stop working her bud, until she trembles in my arms, sweat glistening her face and neck, her cheeks reddening. A long winded moan fills the air, and I watch her come, fascinated.

      “God,” she says with a long exhale. Warmth radiates from her. “Wow.”

      I can’t take it anymore, and with one plunge, I let go. My body jerks, blood runs thick and hot in my veins. I give her every drop of my load. Then, kiss her one more time, hoping to put in that kiss all the words trapped in my throat.

      I’ve been waiting for her too even if I didn’t know it. For longer than twenty years. A fucking whole lot longer.
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      Rhett

      

      I wash the dishes from our late lunch. We didn’t sleep much at night, and our spontaneous plan to go on a hike in the morning went down the drain the second I saw her wearing shorts and kissed her.

      A smile forms on my face.

      So, yeah, we’ve been fucking all day.

      I told her I’d do the dishes and she went to work on her tan and read a book on the terrace. I’ll join her soon.

      I put the dish towel on the counter, and stretch to my full height. Ever since last night, I’ve never felt bigger. Happier. Tomorrow is my official birthday, and I’ve never felt as enthusiastic going into it. Could this be sustainable, though? I’ve dated younger women before, but never been this… foolish. And, shit, I’m enjoying feeling foolish for once.

      My cell phone rings, and Alex’s face shows on my screen. I pick it up. I haven’t talked to him in a few days, besides a couple of text messages here and there. My son has never been a big phone person, and I blame his generation. They’d present school dissertations over texts and emojis if they could.

      “Hey Dad,” he says, in a chipper voice. Though I detect a hint of anxiety, like he has something to ask me, and that acidy sensation curls in my gut. What has he done this time? In the year he’s worked for me, he stretched my patience by consistently showing up late, accidentally screwing up one of my best deals, and not knowing the company policies well enough.

      “Hey Alex. What’s up?” I ask in a crisp voice, my guards going up. I love my son, but damn, he’s taking a long ass time learning his way around the company—and learning he needs to work twice as hard because he is my son, unlike what he expected when he proposed he work for me.

      “Checking on you.”

      I will myself to relax, and my shoulders drop a notch. I look in the direction of the terrace, and see Riley lying on the chaise lounge, wearing a long brimmed hat. “Having a great time.”

      “Awesome. Hey, you know what happened to Riley from work? I stopped by her office but they said she’s on a personal leave. That something came up and she requested days off.”

      I sigh into the phone. I’m not ready to tell Alex about Riley yet. He knows I’ve taken much younger women out, and doesn’t seem to have a problem with it besides the sporadic idiotic joke. But with Riley, it’s different. It’s more than a good time. “I don’t know… I don’t know how much she told human resources. I’m sure something came up. Can’t her assistant help you with whatever you need?”

      “No…”

      “What happened?” I ask, an edge of impatience in my voice. Alex fucked up at work before, so there’s always that fear lurking in the back of my mind.

      “Oh. Well, you know, Dad—”

      “What happened, Alex?” I ask, my sympathy wearing thin. Did he get into some kind of trouble and need help sweeping it under a rug? If he’s screwed up big time, he’s gone from my company. I’m not about to let his indulged ass fuck up my legacy.

      He clears his throat. “I was… dating Riley.”

      Then it hit me.

      I run my fingers down my face, frustration swelling in my chest.

      Oh, shit. Alex is Riley’s ex-boyfriend. My own son.

      Now it all makes sense—why she specifically chose me to sleep with when she could have picked anyone else for revenge. I was too taken aback by my own reactions to her to think straight. Now it’s obvious. I swallow a lump of frustration, and taste acid at the back of my throat.

      “I know. I’m sorry,” Alex says. “But listen. We had an argument and she took off. I just want to make sure she’s okay, she hasn’t answered my text messages for days. I even tried calling, and you know I never call.”

      “What did you do to her? She wouldn’t disappear for no reason.” I ask evenly, my heart drumming in my ears.

      “I made a couple of mistakes… but she’s great, Dad. If you knew her like I do, you’d agree.”

      “I bet I would,” I say ironically, and a twinge of guilt twists in my heart. Emotions clog my throat. I’m upset at Riley for not telling me the truth, and mad at Alex for breaking her heart—but a small part of me is also grateful for indirectly sending her my way. But I can’t talk about any of it with my son. “Remember when you mentioned to me once she was pretty and I told you to stay away from employees? To keep it professional?” I say with a straight face, grateful we’re not on a video call. I am the irony personified right now.

      “Yes. I knew you’d say that,” he says in a low voice, like he’s too tired to fight me on this.

      “And that didn’t ring any bells? I mean, Riley is great at her job. We don’t want to lose her or make her feel uncomfortable or unsafe at work. Not to mention any kind of ethical problems.” Another fresh wave of guilt washes over me. I guess I can’t follow my own advice, can I? Fuck.

      Alex sighs into the phone. “That’s why I’ve been trying to talk to her, to apologize.”

      God, we could all do a round of apologizing. Right now it’s not the time for it, though. I can’t talk about it with Alex over the phone. He’s impulsive and immature, but he’s my kid and I don’t want him hurt. I also wonder if he really cared for Riley. “Listen, I’m sure she’s good. She just needs some time away from you. I’d advise you to leave her the fuck alone. If she wants to contact you, she will.”

      He sighs again. “Okay. I guess you’re right.”

      “Son, sometimes people just need… time,” I say, and steal another glance to the terrace. “Time to figure things out. To heal and move on. You’ll be okay, you’ll see. And so will she.” I clear my throat, before I get too emotional on this call. “I have to go… but we’ll talk soon.”

      I hang up, and set the phone on the counter. I have all these different emotions—guilt, frustration, confusion racing through my head. I march out to the terrace. She’s reading a book on her phone, her attention rapt. I sit on the chaise next to hers, still a mess. “Tell me something.”

      Her gaze swings from the screen to me. “Yeah?”

      I inhale. “When did you plan on telling me Alex was your ex?”
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      Riley

      

      Shivers run down my spine.

      Shit. I knew this moment would come, but I was a coward not to tell Rhett the whole truth. A selfish coward, not wanting to burst my happiness bubble. And now, chills flutter in my stomach. My heartrate is rampant. “How did you find out?” I ask, the famous question most people ask to buy time when they’re caught red-handed. Oh, Riley, when will you learn?

      “He told me.” He rubs his forehead, the few lines around his eyes creasing.

      Knots twist in my stomach. I come to a sitting position and take off my sunglasses. It’s lighter around me, not just because of the stubborn sun even in the afternoon. I’ve been exposed, and this clarity is blinding me. I look Rhett square in the eye. “I’m sorry.”

      He narrows his eyes. There’s a darkness in his expression, the way his shoulders are so stiff, stretching the fabric of his cotton shirt. “Sorry for what? Using me to get back at him?”

      I shake my head violently, pulse skyrocketing. “No. I never… Sure, when I got started, I was thinking about screwing him over, but when I realized that could cost losing your trust… that’s why I talked to you after what you said in the kitchen, and decided to go.”

      “And during this time you didn’t find any other opportunity to tell me?”

      I bite my inner cheek. I could say that it’s not like it’s been weeks. It’s been days. And yesterday we had sex. Hell, I changed my flight back this morning, and rescheduled to return with him instead. There was plenty of time.

      I should have told him before. Regret fills my chest. I hope this won’t cost whatever we’ve been building. I’m not ready to say goodbye to Rhett. “I own up to it. I could have told you, I should have. But I was so happy when you finally came around last night, I didn’t want you to get mad at me when I finally got what I wanted. Not sleep with Alex’s dad. But sleep with you. Rhett.”

      He stands, and walks around in a small circle, his gaze scanning the gorgeous landscape, the pool, and the beach not too far from us. He’s looking everywhere but me. Then, he turns to me, and the smallest of curves pulls at the corner of his lips. “You’re the most enterprising, cunning, lying virgin that I’ve ever seen.”

      A pang of hope reverberates through me. I don’t hear bitterness in his voice. That has to count in my favor. I shift on the chaise, unsure. My palms are clammy, my nerves a mess. I’m teetering between anxiety and hope. “Why do I feel like this is a compliment? God, please, tell me it is.”

      “Why?”

      I surge to my feet, even if my knees are about to buckle. Be strong, Riley. You created this hot mess. “Because I don’t want to lose you.”

      Challenge flickers in his eyes. “Why?”

      “Because I’m falling for you. And maybe you don’t feel the same and that’s okay, but I don’t want you to have this idea of me that I don’t care for you. That I never did.” Also, a semi-lie. Him not loving me is not okay, but I can’t make him, so I have to hope for it someday. But what I need right now is to have this chance.

      He takes a step back, and stares at me like it’s the first time we met. I don’t know if it’s good or bad, but I can’t break the visual contact. “You have a lot of courage. You know, bringing that up while we’re overseas and this could lead to an awkward flight back in two days.”

      What the hell does that mean? My brows furrow. Crap, why did I reschedule my flight? I was supposed to leave today. Now… my heart flutters. “Do you hate me?”

      “No.”

      I chew my bottom lip. Okay. Good answer. Should I keep pushing? I take one step in his direction. I take a deep breath, and wish I had on more than just a two-piece bikini. At the same time, I can’t be more exposed than what I’ve already been… I admitted to lying, and also to falling for him. “Do you… wish I hadn’t joined you?” I ask. My stomach is a knotty mess, and his answer will either make me throw up or throw myself in his arms. Hopefully it’s the latter.

      He shrugs. “You mean I could have had my stress-free birthday like I originally planned?”

      With a hot sugar baby who wouldn’t be carrying all this baggage and possible rift between me and my son? He doesn’t say it, but the words hang in the air. Also in my mind. “Yes.”

      He leans closer, and for a moment, the air is socked from my lungs. Then, the contours of his handsome face relax, and he shares a smile that holds the complicity of a secret. “Not for a second.”

      Relief pours over me, and I feel a tad lighter. Phew. Progress. I’ll take any progress at this point.  “Good. Was Alex mad when you told him about us?”

      He sighs. “I didn’t.”

      “Oh.”

      He strokes my cheek. “Let’s take it one day at a time, okay?”

      “Sure,” I say in a small voice. Because now I know what that means. He’s not mad I didn’t tell him about Alex, but he’s not confronting Alex either. He didn’t tell me how much he cares about me. Why would he? Alex is his son. His priority. And as for me… I should know what I signed up for. I really should.

      “Hey.” He outlines my lips. “I guarantee you this was one of my best birthdays yet.”

      I smile. The fact I’m clinging to every little shred of hope is sad, but I can’t help it.

      I’m in love with Rhett. Maybe I’m being naïve right now, or just a plain idiot, but I can’t put an end to this.

      I’m thoroughly fucked, but in a much different way than I originally anticipated.
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      Riley

      

      “Happy Birthday, Rhett,” I whisper, kissing his neck. He hums in response, and I take advantage of his semi-conscious state and explore his body, peppering kisses on his hard chest, while sliding my hand to his cock, which quickly wakes at the touch.

      Today’s his actual birthday, our last day in paradise, and I’m sure he’ll be stormed with phone calls and text messages soon. Right now, though, he’s all mine and I intend to take full advantage of that.

      I go lower still, until my mouth kisses his thigh. He groans, and shifts his thighs but I splay my hands on them, coaxing him not to move.

      “Fuck,” I hear him say.

      I dare to look in his direction and find him staring right at me, intently, a gleam of lust in his eyes.

      “Happy Birthday,” I repeat, and then scoot back on the bed, and touch his hard-as-rock cock. My fingers go up and down his length, and I enjoy feeling his velvety skin, tracing my fingertips over his side veins… his dick is perfection. It’s large and girthy and amazing.

      “If you keep looking at my cock like that, I’ll come in seconds,” he says in a growly voice that makes all my nerve endings sizzle.

      I chuckle, as a wave of female empowerment courses through me. He has so much more experience than me, it’s a turn-on to know I have a small measure of control over him. I’ll take anything I can get—and right now, I’m taking his most sensitive organ in my mouth.

      It’s pulsating against my tongue, and the sensation increases my arousal.

      I touch his balls, tentatively at first, but as I hear another sound of approval coming from him, I cup them, rolling my fingers over them, feeling their fullness. He says something I can’t comprehend, but I assume it’s positive. There’s a strong sexual energy in the air, this zingy vibe between us that only feeds my confidence right now.

      While caressing his balls, I continue swiping my tongue over his cock, working my way up and down his incredible dick. I’m also drenching wet, my own libido busting at the seams. I can’t stop sucking him. I can’t put him completely in my mouth, but I run down my lips until it becomes too much, driving him in and out. Then, I decide it’s time to explore more, and I look at his head, and lick the slit in the middle, then graze my teeth over his velvety skin.

      “Enough,” he says in a commanding growl.

      With one fluid movement, he pulls me away from his cock and then onto his lap. I gasp, but enjoy straddling him, and when he shifts so that I can literally sit on his cock, I suck in a long breath. I focus on the view: Rhett, looking at me, with one arm folded under his head, challenging me to ride him like an electric bull.

      I take him in, my pussy tingly and achy at the same time. Zings of awareness travel through me, and the deeper he goes in, the stronger that sensation becomes. Shit. Neither of us is even moving yet and I’m already bothered. Oh, so, so bothered…

      “It’s my birthday,” he says. “Fuck me, naughty girl.” And then, he winks. The man winks! It’s a playful, slight wink that does things to my insides. My heart takes flight.

      I can’t let him down.

      I move my hips from side to side, slowly at first, then I undulate them like there’s an invisible hula hoop around my waist. He groans, his eyes on mine, his gaze undressing me in a way that’s much more erotic than anything he’s ever done. The way he stares at me so intently, with so much purpose, has me wondering… can he access all my secrets? Are we sharing a dangerous, seductive, silent conversation?

      Feels that way.

      I intensify my moves, and now rock my hips back and forth. He’s so big and hard, I can’t help but enjoy this overwhelming sense of completion—of possession. Of claim. Like even though I’m riding him, even though I’m dictating the pace and the rhythm, his cock is running the show. He is running the show.

      What if… what if he loves me too?

      “That’s right, baby. Work that pussy.” He cups my breasts bringing them together, then squeezes my nipples. I throw my head back, and ride him faster, the thought coloring my mind like a neon pink highlighter pen. What if he loves me? Maybe he can… maybe he will.

      He flicks my clit, and just like that, pressure builds in my sex and after a squeeze, my world explodes. I come, my body shaking, and he keeps on working my clit with one hand, caressing my breast with the other. Giving me no way out of this smoke of lust that fogs my brain and makes my eyesight blurry.

      My body is barely recovering, the spasms winding down, when he flips me around, puts me on all fours and rams into my pussy from behind. I moan, and my core is all tingly again, the mist of post-sex haze and sparks of a recent thrust tensing my muscles.

      He slides midway, then drives all the way to the hilt again, so deep my body jerks forward, my head bobbing. Oh, yes. I mellow, sweat running down my limbs, my internal temperature going through the roof.

      “Fuck, naughty girl. You’re the best gift I could ever get.”

      His words push me over the edge again, and I come—this time, it’s fast and explosive. I can barely hold myself on all fours, and he must sense that, because he pushes the small of my back down, so my face is buried in the pillow, and he lifts my ass up.

      Then he continues fucking me, with hard, deep, amazing thrusts, until he lets go and comes.
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      “You didn’t have to do this,” I say for the second time.

      She looks at me, then sends a worried glance to the oven. “Oh, please. What kind of birthday doesn’t have a cake?”

      I shrug. “We could go out and eat and have dessert. I’m not ten years old.”

      She chuckles. “It’s not the same.”

      Riley insisted on going to a grocery shop, making good use of her translation app to buy the ingredients and for the past hour, she has been fumbling in the kitchen to bake me a cake.

      She looks adorable, wearing jean shorts and a purple sleeveless t-shirt that couldn’t have cost more than twenty bucks. She doesn’t need much to look devastatingly beautiful. My heart aches in my chest.

      I told her we’d take one day at a time when we return to Texas, which will happen tomorrow morning. Is that what I want? Hell no.

      What I want is to bottle her. To trap her in a gilded cage and never let her out. I can’t, though. Wouldn’t be fair to her. Besides, we need to take things slowly. How about work? How about Alex?

      Alex made a lot of mistakes, but he’s my son. I love him. I need to wait until he’s dating someone else and with his mind off Riley to even broach the subject with him. Whether he still cares for her or not, he won’t like to know I’m dating her.

      If he’s distracted, he won’t care anymore. After all, I dated younger women before. Sure, none of them were his former girlfriends.

      My phone buzzes. I’m sure it’s one of my friends texting me. I don’t pick it up.

      “Why don’t you pick it up?” she asks, removing a chocolate cake from the oven, the smoke swirling around her. Smells good. “Are you worried it may be some hook-up? Sylvia?” she puts the cake on the dish, and removes her gloves, then she perches her hands at her waist like she’s waiting for an answer.

      I smile. “I didn’t know you were the jealous type.”

      She snorts. “I am not. I am just saying, I know how, hmmm, popular you are and I wouldn’t be surprised if you got messages on your birthday. Or nudes.”

      With a chuckle, I step toward her. “No nudes. Though if you want to give me a second gift, we can definitely make it happen later.”

      She narrows her eyes at me. “So no nudes, but you still get texts?”

      “I get texts from friends.” Granted, I have barely opened my inbox or have gone through my feed ever since the day started. “You can take a look if you want.” I hand her my phone.

      She looks at it then makes this sweet face. “Aww. That’s cute. You’d do that?”

      “Not usually, but if it’ll make you feel better.”

      She hands me my phone back without looking at it. “Thanks. I don’t need it.”

      I pull her to me. “You’re an intriguing one, Riley.”

      She kisses my cheek. “And you just earned yourself a nude.”

      My pulse skitters. I don’t want this day to ever end…
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      One day at a time.

      I’ve been repeating this mantra all morning, but the first day back to the office is already testing my sanity.

      We arrived yesterday, and she was dropped at her friend Lily’s. I offered for her to stay at my place, but she said she’d go to her old apartment with the cheating roommate, and grab her things and stay with Lily for a while.

      I don’t like that she’s had to move from her place because she caught her roommate fooling around with Alex. But I can’t think about that a lot, or I’ll only keep feeding this resentment toward my son.

      Have I failed him so much as a father, as a male figure? I never cheated on his mother, or anyone. But maybe not having remarried and shown what a healthy lifelong relationship was like is on me. They say kids learn by example, right? And I didn’t give him one in that department. Neither did his mother, since she didn’t remarry.

      Is it too late now?

      The irony almost makes me choke.

      What a great example it’d be to marry his ex-girlfriend. I snort.

      Though I can’t see myself being married to anyone else.

      Riley evokes something inside me, and she gets me in a way that no one else has. Even when I was her age, dating people her age. It’s hard to explain.

      I snort again. What am I thinking? Marriage? She’d probably roll her beautiful blue eyes at me.

      Though what if she didn’t though? We don’t have to make it official right away. We can keep it a secret for now, until Alex is happily dating and we find a good way to break it to him and also at work. There’s no need to rush an announcement. Just a private proposal, to give her what I never imagined I’d ever give anyone again. The idea takes root in my brain, and a warm glow of joy expands in my chest.

      What if she—

      “Rhett,” my assistant Beth calls. “Your birthday event on Saturday.”

      I run my fingers down my face. Ah. Every year I throw a party to reconnect with some business partners, and meet friends and family. It really started as an easy way out of seeing them individually and instead meet them all at once after I returned from my trips. “Yes.”

      Beth fixes her sleek reading glasses. “I meant to tell you all looks good. I emailed Riley and she’s even set up a back-up plan for the band if it rains. She got the latest RSVP list from her assistant.”

      Riley.

      Hearing her name is like listening to the simple answer to a very complex equation. How does she feel, organizing my birthday which Alex will attend? Has he talked to her? I look at my desk, at my screen, and shake my head. I won’t focus on anything else if I don’t check in with her. I clear my throat. “Riley. I need to talk to her.”

      Beth tilts her head to the side, confused. “No need. I already took care of it.”

      I stand. “Sure. I mean, it’s a different topic. Need her opinion on the Christmas party this year.”

      Beth crosses her arms over her chest. She knows I usually don’t waste time with unnecessary chatter. “Of course, but we’re in July.”

      “It’s never too early to start planning, Beth. I’ll be right back,” I say, walking away from my desk.

      “Sure, it’s just you have a priority list and I don’t want you to be behind,” she says. She’s right. I have a huge ass to-do list, which includes important meetings and decisions about the company. Quarterly reports. But nothing that compares to this annoying sensation in my chest that will just go away when I see Riley.

      “Trust me, this event I have planned is of most upmost priority,” I say and leave my office, without looking back.
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      “Can I get you some coffee?” my assistant Cara asks.

      I look at her pretty face, a girl in her twenties just like me, trying to make it one day at a time. A girl who probably makes smarter decisions, one of them being not to sleep with her ex boyfriend’s dad. “Yes, that’d be great.”

      “Great. To celebrate you being back, I’ll even go to your favorite coffee place across the street.”

      I wink at her. “You spoil me.”

      “Granted, I need some too,” she says, and leaves my office.

      I sit back in the leather chair, swiveling around, not wanting to go through the sea of emails waiting for me in my inbox. Cara is great, but she’s been working for me for a few months and is still in training. Besides, she loves a reason to get off her desk and stroll around and randomly talk to coworkers, strangers and baristas.

      I open my digital planner and look at my to-do list, and within a few minutes, check off a couple of items.

      My phone buzzes, and a glance at the screen shows a message from Alex.

      
        
        I heard you’re back. Can we talk?

      

      

      I knew this moment would come.

      I haven’t seen him in the office today yet. I know I will, and when that happens, I’ll act professionally. Honestly, the anger toward him has dissipated. When I made the decision to go after his dad and seek revenge, I was consumed by anger. I didn’t like to be cheated on, and so many feelings related to my mom being fooled around on popped in my head.

      Now, I feel… nothing for Alex. Not even resentment.

      I can only think about Rhett. I saw him earlier, when he was entering the elevator, but he didn’t see me. My heart raced, and now anticipation has my blood on a maddening low simmer. I guess I can make up an excuse to go see him, but I’d also like to wait for his move first. After all, I went overseas chasing him, I told him I was falling for him… I’ve been making it easy for him. Selfishly, of course. I didn’t do anything I didn’t want to. But still…

      Back in Brazil, he said he’d take it day by day. What does that mean?

      What is today going to be like?

      When we arrived in Dallas, he offered for me to stay in his place, but I refused. I knew I had a lot to do, was jet lagged, and the fear of getting too attached still lurked, especially after what he said about taking things slow. What if he tires of me next week and I have to scramble to find a place? Best to scramble to find it now.

      I sigh.

      Truth is, I want to take things slow too, but my heart has different plans.

      A knock at the door startles me from my thoughts. It can’t be Cara already. She hasn’t had enough time to chat up every single guy on the line or in the elevator.

      Could it be Alex? I touch my stomach, a hint of nausea bubbling. I have to face the music. “Come in.”

      Rhett walks in my office, and closes the door behind him.

      The nausea is gone. Phew.

      A fluttery sensation flows in my stomach. The twinkle in his golden brown gaze hints at this not being a work visit, unless there’s an emergency. He usually doesn’t come to my office, as there’s no reason. We’re on different floors. Either I go to him, or we’re in the same meetings. Or I chat with Beth, his efficient assistant.

      I stand, my legs fidgeting, and erase the gap between us. God, this could backfire. Completely.

      But he dips his head and cups my face, his woodsy smell dancing around us, in between us, inebriating me. A ripple of excitement courses through me. Yep. This is no work visit.

      “Riley,” he says, and I sense the tension in his voice, that last remaining shred of control about to slip away.

      “Couldn’t stay away, could you?” I say, and if my intent was to be playful and snarky, after the words leave my mouth and I hear myself, it’s the deep undercurrent in my voice that catches my attention. I sound cultured, mature, like a woman who knows what she wants. Who she wants.

      “I’m never staying away,” he says in a growly voice that sends my hormones into a sinful spiral.

      I moan, and he slams me into the wall, and soon, our lips meet. Electricity runs through my veins, my entire body sensitized by his. He runs his hands up and down my body like he hasn’t seen me in forever. I’m wearing a knee-length dress. He hikes it up at my waist, and the instant he slides a couple of fingers into my underwear, I moan. A hot wave flutters in my stomach, a hell-like fire burning me up inside. I reach for the console table next to me, where pictures of friends and family stand, along with a couple of awards and favorite books. He gets the hint and sets me on there, and I touch his pants, undoing his buckle.

      He groans, and nips my lower lip, sending shivers down my spine. “Christ,” he whispers under his breath.

      I touch his cock over his underwear, and we both groan in unison. I buck my hips forward, and pull his cock to my entrance, and before I can bring him closer, he thrusts inside me. I moan, and he covers my mouth with his hand, and shushes me. That unlocks a wild part of me, and I rock my hips against him, egging him on, challenging him to fuck me relentlessly.

      And he takes the challenge… thrust by thrust. He inserts a couple of fingers into my mouth, which I suck, happily, remembering how tasty his cock felt in my mouth. He fucks me, deep, so fucking deep and hard… My breath comes out in small gasps, my heart drumming in all my pulse points.

      “Yes. Yes,” I whisper.

      Soon, I can’t take it anymore. Little dots flick from the corner of my eyes, and pleasure rockets through me, my limbs quivering, my body achy and tingling.

      “Fuck,” he says under his breath, then comes, spilling every drop of his hot load into me. He hugs me, tightly, and I hug him back, resting my head on the side of his shoulder. Damn.

      First day at work together, and it’s not even noon. What the hell are we going to do?

      He disengages from me, and helps me slide off the table. My knees are still shaky, so I really appreciate when he helps me stay steady by holding my waist. He pulls back his cock and zips his pants, and I pull down my dress and smooth it with my hand.

      Earlier, I thought I needed coffee… but this little hookup wakes me up like I had double expresso shots—no, make it triple.

      “So. First day back at work, huh?” I say, pretty sure the look I give him is of a foolish woman in love.

      He puts his arms around me, and pulls me into a warm embrace. “If I tell you my plan, we may not leave this office for a few more hours,” he says, then dips down and kisses me.

      Then, the sound of the door being open makes me jolt in his arms.

      Oh, fuck. Cara with the coffee.

      A current of embarrassment courses through me, but when I withdraw from him and look at the door, it’s not Cara I see. It’s Alex. Holding a bouquet of flowers.
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      It’s like someone poured a bucket of Alaskan glacial water on me.

      My heart freezes in my chest, my skin full of goose bumps. Not the good ones. The bad ones. Fuck.

      I glance at my son, who drops the bouquet of red roses on the floor, and his gaze darts between me and Riley in silence for a moment. I look behind him, but don’t see anyone—not her assistant or anyone else.

      “Alex, let’s talk,” I say, jumping into my crises adverting self for a moment. Maybe I can leverage on his shock to explain what he just saw. I’m not going to treat him like he’s an idiot, or pretend he didn’t see what he saw. He’s too smart for that. Besides, he deserves to know the truth.

      A twinge of guilt stabs in my heart. The contours of his face harden, his brown eyes darkening to a merciless black. He’s not happy, and I’m the one who hurt him. My gut clenches, and it’s like I’ve been hit. But he’s the one who’ll be carrying the bruise.

      Shit. This isn’t at all like what I planned.

      “Alex, I’m sorry for you finding out like this,” I say. “Can you close the door behind you so we can talk?” I ask him evenly. The last thing I want is for this story to leak and for Riley to be talked about. I don’t want her to have any bad repercussion in this, and will protect her to the end.

      He ignores my words, and doesn’t move an inch. Then, he tilts his head to the left, narrowing his eyes at Riley. “My dad? Really?”

      She steps forward, hands dropped to her sides. Color is drained from her face, and I just want to put my arms around and hug her. “I’m sorry,” she says in a small voice, but doesn’t waver her gaze from his. Even right now, with the surprise and embarrassment, she’s brave.

      Alex snorts, then shakes his head, and dashes out of the office.

      “I’ll talk to him,” I tell Riley, then follow my son.

      “Alex!” I call him, raising my voice, using the tone of voice I use when he screws up big time. Ironic, since I was the one who screwed up. I was caught at work, fucking his ex-girlfriend.

      “Don’t talk to me,” he says, gesturing with his hand, and keeps walking on the hallway toward the elevators.

      I stride in his direction, shaking my head. I see a few people looking at us, discreetly of course, but it’s hard not to when the energy oozing from his body is resentful and negative.

      The elevator doors open with a ping, and a few people exit, and he rushes in. I follow him just in time, shoving my foot to keep it from closing. Thankfully, he’s the only one inside. I fix my collar and join him. I don’t care where we’re going at this point, but he’ll listen to me whether he wants to or not.

      “Alex, I’m sorry about this entire situation. I was going to talk to you about Riley and me, and I didn’t mean for you to find out that way,” I say honestly. A part of me softens. Despite Alex having made his many mistakes in the company and also with Riley, he doesn’t deserve this.

      “Riley and you? Did she cheat on me while we were together?” His eyes widen, and he slams his fist on the pad, accidentally selecting god knows how many floors. “She had to. We broke up not that long ago.”

      “She never cheated on you,” I say quickly. “Sadly, I can’t say the same about you.” I add, and regret fills my chest a second later. Shit, this isn’t the time for this type of shame. But the idea that he’d think the worst of Riley just doesn’t sit right with me.

      He slams his fist on the elevator wall. “You have some nerve, giving me a life lesson right now.”

      I sigh, and will myself to relax. “This is just common sense, son. You screwed up with her. She’s moved on.”

      He shakes his head, and the look he gives me is full of resentment. “How about me?”

      “What about you?”

      “Aren’t you going to ask how I feel?” he asks, raising his voice.

      I jam both hands in my pockets, wishing I could breathe easier. The claustrophobic element of the elevator doesn’t help, added to my guilt and frustration. “It’s safe to say you hate me right now. I don’t blame you. But you’re not innocent in this whole thing. If there is one part that doesn’t deserve the blame, it’s Riley.” After all, even though she had a revenge plan initially… I’m older. I should have known better. Besides, I believe her when she said she quit her idea of revenge before she slept with me.

      The elevator opens on the 8th floor and a couple people come in.

      I scoot closer to Alex, talking in his ear. I know I should stop talking, but there’s this restlessness inside of me, latent and pulsating like an open wound.

      Alex speaks closely to me. “She never wanted to have sex with me, and you come along, and—”

      I lean in, hoping the look I give him is enough warning. “You better be very careful about what you’re about to say about her.”

      “Or what?” He rolls his eyes, and takes one step back. “You’ll take away my electronics or put me on timeout? I’m not ten, Dad.”

      The two employees look at each other and then whip out their phones, and if they’re hearing anything else, they’re doing a good job pretending they’re not. The elevator stops on another floor, but no one comes in or out.

      “Where do we go from here? How can I work with you and her, knowing—”

      “Alex, this is new to all of us. We’ll figure it out,” I say, and fight the need to pat his back or squeeze his shoulder. I don’t want him to jerk away and cause a scene, or to feel like I’m minimizing his pain. Though a big part of me believes most of it is hurt male ego. I don’t think he cared for Riley in an immense way. If he had, he wouldn’t have cheated on her.

      “I don’t want to. Not when my own father is taking my girlfriend’s side over me. After stealing her.”

      “That’s not how it went down.” And it’s ex-girlfriend, I add inwardly.

      He stares at me square in the eye. “She used you. She exchanged the rich son for the rich dad. The boss.”

      The elevator opens on another floor and the employees rush out. The doors close again.

      I shake my head, the emotions about to drain every ounce of energy of me. “She’s not like that, and if you dated her for all those months, you should know.” If you paid attention, I add to myself. Alex isn’t a bad guy, just a tad self-absorbed. And right now, he’s hurt.

      The elevator opens again. Another floor.

      This time, Alex jerks away from me and holds the door open. “Well, turns out we’re all learning new things today,” he says, and walks out of the elevator. “Don’t follow me.”
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      “Here you go,” Cara says, bringing my coffee order in a drink carrier. She sets it on my desk. “Sorry for the delay, there was a huge line today, and omg, I was talking to this hot guy who’s a personal trainer and you’re not going to believe this…” her voice trails off, and I remain stoic in my chair.

      What the hell am I going to do?

      Rhett left with Alex about forty minutes ago, and I haven’t heard back. I am fighting every urge to go to his office or call him. What if they’re fighting, like old school, the way we see it in the movies? Nah, not possible. They wouldn’t do that at work.

      For all I know they must still be together and chatting. Maybe they’re even making peace.

      A peace I broke.

      I called Alex all kinds of names when I found him with my roommate, and went on to do something worse with him. Sure, I love his dad, but that’s not how it all started. I wanted to get back at him. And now that it’s happened, there’s a hole in my heart.

      I look at Cara, who’s still gesticulating with her long perfectly manicured nails. “So anyway, I told him yes, I could totally go bungee jumping one day as long as I’m blind-folded.”

      I reach for my coffee, and take a sip.

      It’s not that hot anymore, which makes me think it wasn’t just the long line—she probably talked to this bungee-jumping enthusiastic for longer than what she’s admitting to, but I’m too emotionally tired to be argumentative. So like a well-trained dog, I just roll over and pretend to listen to the rest of her story.

      “…And he told me he’d call me tomorrow,” she says with a squeal.

      I clap. “Good job, Cara. A coffee trip and a potential date all in one morning.”

      She smiles. “Thanks. Though I don’t know what I should wear. Something cute or athletic? Should I go for something a little sexy, maybe?”

      “I need to get some work done, but we’ll discuss it later,” I say, trying my best to sound pleasant. It’s not her fault I just got caught with my ex’s dad. If anything… it’s my fault, I realize, my heart small in my chest. I can spin it any different way, but I manifested it.

      Falling in love was the casualty.

      “Sure,” she says, taking the hint and going back to her desk.

      I look at my screen, and take a deep breath. I have a lot to do, but my mind is everywhere else but here. I’m emailing a vendor about price requests when I hear a knock on my open door. I raise my gaze to see Rhett, already walking into the office and closing the door behind him.

      “Hey,” I say in a low defeated voice, even if my heart is slamming my ribcage. A look at him and I get every bit of energy I need, like he’s a natural power source.

      He walks up to me, and picks a leather chair across from me and sits. “I’m sorry about what happened. I talked to Alex, and he’s pissed now, but he just needs time.”

      I inhale, softly swiveling in my chair, my legs fidgety. Damn it.

      Alex brought me flowers, not only flowers, but red roses. He must have wanted to rekindle our relationship, otherwise they would have been white or yellow. Or he wouldn’t have brought them at all.

      My heart twists in my chest, and all of me feels tight and uncomfortable. Shit. I don’t want to be the reason why the two of them don’t get along. How many times have I chastised my mom’s former partners before she met my stepfather? I couldn’t stop loving my mom, so I blamed them instead. I’d hate to be that person for Alex. And I’d hate for Alex to be hurt with his father because of me, permanently. I’m sure in the future, even Rhett would see it and start resenting me. That would be something I couldn’t handle. “You know… maybe we should cool it,” I say, and raise my chin. My stomach is in knots and tears well up inside, but I’m proud at how cool my voice sounds.

      He frowns. “Cool it?”

      “Yes.”

      He steps toward me. “Why?”

      I take a step back, and clear my throat. “Because now we’re back to reality, and it’s going to be a bit more difficult than we both imagined. Alex is mad at you, mad at me, and we all work together. And in these situations, the woman is usually the one who gets the short end of the stick.”

      His eyes search for mine, an expression of concern crossing his face. “I would never let you be professionally hurt.”

      I bit back a smile. Why does he have to be so noble? That’s not what I need right now. Breaking up with Alex was easy. Breaking up with Rhett will rot me inside… I just know it. “I know that. You’re good. But it’s just a lot. I need to find a new place to live, and catch up on work, and I can’t let this whole thing between us distract me.”

      “This whole thing?” he repeats, mimicking my voice. “You told me you loved me,” he says, then I can detect the trace of hurt in his tone. God.

      “I know.” I look away, and blink back the tears pricking behind my eyelids.

      I hear him striding closer, even if our gazes don’t meet. I can’t look at him right now, but I feel him staring at me, up and down, trying to find a reasoning behind my words. I cross my arms over my chest, wishing I could protect myself from this moment. But it’s the right thing to do—I acted just like Alex by using his father to get back at him. This can’t go on like this.

      “Unless… you were wrong when you said you were falling for me?”

      I swallow. God, I’ve always been such a bad liar. “It’s just not the right time. I’m sorry.” I give him a sideways glance, and see him walking away from me, and the disappointment in his eyes is something I won’t get over anytime soon.

      “I can’t say I understand, but I’ll respect your decision. Goodbye, Riley.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            19

          

        

      

    

    
      Riley

      

      “Whoa. That’s a lot,” Lily says, after draining her can of vodka spritz. “Isn’t it going to be awkward going to work tomorrow?”

      I shrug. Yes, it will be awkward going to work every damn day unless I start job hunting and quit. But I can’t let this emotional mess dictate my future at the company. The benefits at Stanton Inc. are insane, and I know it’ll be hard to find a place to match the salary for someone my age, especially since I don’t have a college degree.

      Besides… even though I can’t have Rhett, seeing him every so often is like sniffing yummy food if I’m on a diet. Tempting, but I remind myself of the consequences. “I don’t see him a lot unless I’m looking for it,” I say. “We work on different floors.”

      She whistles. “Still. How about Alex?”

      I look up at the ceiling. Being that Alex floats between various departments, avoiding him will be a harder task. Which means I need to clear the air with him, for the future of our working relationship. And besides, I don’t want him to hate me. I should, but I don’t. “I’ll talk to him.”

      A flick of admiration crosses Lily’s hazel eyes. “You are gutsy.”

      “Well, I don’t want him to hate me, which he probably does by now, but let’s not forget he’s not a saint either.”

      Lily picks up the bag of barbeque chips and grabs a few from it. “That’s true. Though maybe he accidentally slept with your roomie. While you carefully planned your stuff.”

      I throw a pillow at her, then stretch my legs on the coffee table.  “Yes, like he stumbled into her pussy by accident. Several times.”

      She laughs. “You know I’m just teasing, girl.”

      I shrug. Honestly, I’m not even mad at Ava anymore for sleeping with him. I’ll certainly keep my distance from her, but I wonder if she wasn’t at a bad mental place to settle for sleeping with her roomie’s boyfriend. “I know.”

      “You’re doing the right thing, Riley.”

      I reach for my vodka spritz and take a sip. “Thanks.”

      Lily watches me in silence, and silence is cast over us. Whenever she gets serious, it’s because there’s a mini life lesson in the works. I’m about to tell her to spill it when she clears her throat and says, “But sometimes it’s okay to do something just for you.”

      “I did that and look where it landed me.”

      A small smile dances on her lips. “You said you’ve fallen in love. I have never. Even if it didn’t work out, that’s something special to have—or to keep.”

      

      Something special… those words stay with me at night. I sleep horrible, tossing and turning, and finally stop looking at the clock at 4 am, but then my alarm clock wakes me up three hours later. I add a generous amount of concealer and slip on regular work clothes. A cute pair of slacks and blouse, professional and it doesn’t look like I’m trying too hard.

      If anything, I want to fly under the radar for the next few weeks.

      I don’t want anyone to find out about our family love triangle, and when I walk across the lobby and get on the elevator, I greet whoever passes my way with a neutral smile or a sober hi, wondering if that person overheard the conversation between Rhett and Alex. What if whoever was in the elevator spread the news?  I shake my head, mentally bitch slapping myself. I can’t worry too much about what every single soul in this building thinks of me.

      I join the people in the elevator, and get to my office.

      The first few hours go by with enough work to keep me busy. But I keep looking at the clock, searching for the right time to go find Alex in his department and talk to him. I could stalk him after work, but this is easier. He’s hopefully cleared his head, and I doubt he’ll want to cause a scene.

      When lunch time comes, and I see coworkers leaving their desks and offices, I take advantage and march to Alex’s office. Uneasiness swirls through me from top to bottom as I see his half-open door, and slide inside before he can notice.

      He’s just finishing a call, and when he sees me, he hangs up.

      “Alex, can I speak with you?” I ask.

      He shrugs. “Not that there’s much to talk about, but sure, I guess.”

      I take a few steps to the chair in front of him and sit quietly. His office has always been a good translation of his personality… awards from his skating days on the shelves, pictures of his ski vacations in Colorado and France with his mother. It feels young and fun. Slightly entitled.

      My hands are fidgeting and I tuck them on my lap. “I’m sorry about what you saw yesterday.”

      He lets out a mocking laughter. “I don’t know if you are. I mean, you moved really fast on my dad. You disappeared for days and don’t text back. Then I find you and Dad together. What am I supposed to think?”

      I worry my lower lip. Denial is out the window. I don’t want to underestimate his intelligence, or say something particularly insensitive. “Yes. I’m not going to lie to you. I originally wanted to, hmmm, be with your dad as payback for what you did to me.”

      “You don’t say,” he says after an ironic whistle.

      I cross and uncross my legs, then shift in the seat. This conversation was never meant to be comfortable, but living through it is harder than I imagined. I guess talking about it with Lily while drinking in the living room cut some of the tension. Now, my throat is dry. “But in the process, I started to have feelings for Rhett. I mean it. Also, I realize that’s probably not what you want to hear right now.”

      He rocks back in his chair, laughing like someone told him a funny joke. “Of course you have feelings. Who wouldn’t?  He’s loaded.”

      I ignore his cynicism. Was he like that when we dated? I try to remember, but it seems we went out so long ago. My memories of Alex are blurred and chopped. “He’s an amazing man. He’s caring, protective, smart and funny. I guess he’s loaded, yes, but even without the money he’d still be a hot guy for his age.” A bit of sadness stabs at me. I know Alex is mad right now, but this shows he doesn’t know me as well as I thought he did. Otherwise he wouldn’t accuse me of being with his father for money.

      He lifts up his hand, in a gesture as to demand I stop complimenting his father. “Gross.”

      I bite back a smile. “If you want to be cynical and assume money is all your dad brings to the table, there’s nothing I can say to change your mind. Deep down though, I’m sure you don’t.”

      He stares at me in silence, then rubs his forehead.

      “Look, I don’t want this bad blood between us,” I say. “Let’s face it, you weren’t boyfriend of the year. You cheated on me while we were together. I caught you once, but according to Ava, it happened other times and you never denied it.”

      He looks away. “I apologized.”

      And that makes it all okay? I shake my head. “Yes, and you’re now forgiven. It still hurt me, though.”

      “You’re right. We shouldn’t make our work life miserable.” He offers me his hand. “Friends?”

      I shake his hand enthusiastically. “Co-workers for now. Maybe friends one day,” I say. I don’t want to promise what I can’t give yet. And I don’t know how friendly I’d like to get with Alex.

      “Works for me,” he says, and I hope he means it.
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      “Rhett? Do you want me to call in your lunch order?” Beth asks me, her smart voice sounding through the intercom.

      I push the button to answer. “Nah, it’s okay. I’ll eat out.”

      “Okay.”

      I drum my fingers on the desk.

      For the past two days, ever since she broke my heart in too many pieces to count, I’ve been using any excuse to use the elevator and walk the hallways as much as possible. This desperate need to see her, even from afar, has been consuming me.

      I want to see her, to touch her, to plea with her… but I can’t.

      She was adamant when we talked after Alex catching us… it’s not the right time. This means she’s not ready. That simple sentence is like a sharp blade cutting through my chest.

      To think I was going to ask her to marry me. She’s not ready for any of it.

      I prided myself into being levelheaded and good at emotional storage. I knew which feelings belonged where. Yet somewhere along the line I stopped caring about separating things.

      I’ve seen Alex around a couple of times, but besides a quick hello, mainly because there were others around us, he hasn’t given me much leeway. I get it. I have to tread carefully and assume the fact he hasn’t quit or done anything outrageous means I’m closer to forgiveness or at least understanding than not.

      In two days, there will be my birthday party.

      I want nothing more than cancel the event, but a few people will fly in from across the country for it. I’ll grin and bear it.

      I leave my desk, not worrying about putting my suit jacket on, and walk through the hallways. I go out to lunch, sneakily choosing the restaurant across the street I heard many employees like to go. All in the stupid attempt to run into her. Then what? I can’t do anything.

      For the first time in the longest time, I am powerless.

      I can’t make her want to be with me, and jump through all these hoops. I should remember that, yet it’s like just seeing her, getting a glimpse of her, is enough to feed my curious soul for one more day. This is becoming obsessive.

      On the way back from the restaurant, when I least expect, I see her in the elevator.

      I’m way behind, checking my emails on my phone, and she comes in, talking to her chatty assistant.

      Three other employees block me from being right behind her, but I can hear her voice.

      “So you said he asked you out?” Riley asks.

      “Yes. We’re going on a date this Sunday,” her assistant says.

      “Have fun.”

      “Maybe I should ask him if he has a friend. You should totally come with us.”

      I growl. The idea of her going on a date with another man is like a claw squeezing my heart from the inside out.

      Everyone looks around, looking for the origin of the sound. I pretend I’m coughing, and when my gaze meets Riley’s, her eyes widen, a wave of red spreading across her cheeks.

      “Oh. Mr. Stanton. Hi,” her assistant says.

      “Hello.”

      The elevator pings and the three employees nod their heads and exit. Great. Now it’s me and the two of them.

      When it lands in their floor, Riley tells her assistant, “I think I left something in the lobby. Go ahead, I’ll be right back.”

      The assistant nods then saunters out.

      Now it’s me and Riley.

      She pushes on the button to close the doors.

      Then, we are drawn to each other like some undeniable magnetic force.

      We lock lips, and it’s hard to tell who initiated the kiss. Doesn’t matter. My heart is about to leap from my throat, my whole body pulsing with lust. It feels like my body is about to take flight, even if I’m rooted to the spot—and shamelessly entangled with her.

      She has her arms around my neck, I’m holding her back, intensifying the kiss. My hand slides down her back, and I bring us to a sinful position, my hard cock achingly throbbing in my pants. She moans, and lowers her hands to my chest, then lower until they reach my belt.

      I feel like a starving man who finally received nourishment. I feel… complete again.

      “Come to my office,” she whispers.

      Her words reverberate through me. Even though they sound sexy and husky, when I hear them again, an annoying siren sounds inside me. Loud. Louder than my heartbeat.

      I take her hands off me, and move away from her. She frowns at me, confused. Hell, I’m confused too. But I know I can’t go on like this.

      “I can’t, Riley,” I say, even if I have to reluctantly drag each word out of the depth of my lungs. “I can’t fuck you in the office and then go back to the way things were.”

      She squares her shoulders, and I see a small bob making its way down her soft throat. “What do you mean?”

      “I was going to ask you to marry me yesterday. I love you. But you’re obviously not ready, and I can’t have half of you.” I’m too damn old to play games.

      I stare at her, and a stupid part of me is waiting for her to say something else. To protest what I just said, to disagree, to run to my arms and tell me how much she loves me. But she looks at me, mouth agape, and she steps back to the far side of the elevator.

      Ironically, the elevator door opens, and I rush out, not even caring what floor this is. Right now, I’d buy a ticket to a fucking different planet if I could. Even then it wouldn’t be far enough from her.
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      “Girl, you need to eat something. C’mon, I ordered sushi,” Lily says, using her chopsticks and taking a piece of spicy tuna to her mouth.

      I look at the tray of sushi she brought to the couch I’ve been camping on since Friday after work. It’s Saturday evening today. Rhett’s birthday party.

      Even though I helped organize it, I won’t be attending. I already contacted the caterer and Cara is replacing me for any last minute questions. This may be unprofessional, but I can’t see him yet. Especially in his home.

      The look he gave me when he said he loved me, when he said all those things… still haunts me, I haven’t processed what happened.

      He doesn’t want to just sleep with me. He wants a future with me.

      Damn.

      Lily takes another piece of sushi to her mouth, then looks at me. “I thought you were supposed to go to that party?”

      I look at the sushi, and grab the chopsticks, but don’t do much besides fidgeting with them. “It’s happening now.”

      She turns to me, lifting her eyebrow. “Well? Then why are you here?”

      I set the chopsticks and the dish aside and sit straighter on the couch. “I broke his heart. I could see it on his face yesterday. He said I’m not ready.” Was he right? I consider myself ready for him. Then again, with him there isn’t nothing I wouldn’t do—if circumstances were different.

      I could see a future for us, but how happy would it be, if Alex resented him and we lived in a big circle of regret later on? Warm apprehension surges through me.

      Lily exhales. She’s probably done with me moping around the apartment. I told her she could enjoy her day off and not act like my emotional support companion. She is a good friend, though, and she’d never let me mope alone. “Well, isn’t that kind of what you told him?”

      “I told him it wasn’t the right time, because damn girl, I don’t want to be responsible for him having this huge fallout with his son. I couldn’t live with myself.”

      Lily scoots on the couch and reaches my hand, then squeezes it. “Honey, this is all too complicated. Wasn’t that why you wanted to sleep with his dad at first anyway?”

      “I wanted to hurt Alex. I was an idiot. But I never wanted to hurt Rhett or fall in love with him.”

      “Well, you failed. Miserably.”

      I sigh and disengage my hand from hers. She’s right.

      “And also, you got hurt too. Maybe he doesn’t know that. You should have told him that you didn’t want to cause this rift between them. That would have been more honest than letting him think whatever else,” she says.

      “It would have been messy if I had. I didn’t want him to worry.”

      She waves me off. “He’s in his forties. Let the man make that decision himself.”

      Memories of his actual birthday populate in my mind. What wouldn’t I give to be intimate with him again… to kiss him. My heart races. To tell him how I feel. “I know. But now that he’s so wonderful, I’m thinking, what if I’m not? This whole thing started with cheating and lies, and what if I’m not what he deserves?”

      “Again, he’s in his forties. Let him decide.”

      What if… it’s too late for a decision and his mind is already made?
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      “Hey Rhett, great party,” my friend William says, patting my shoulder as I walk by the crowd in my living room spilling into the terrace and backyard.

      Riley isn’t here, but she did it.

      She sent a general email saying she couldn’t come, but Cara her assistant is here and has been helicoptering all over this party. An intense presence, but she’s making sure everything goes smoothly. Servers move around the room gracefully bearing trays of delicious delicacies.

      My crowd of potential and current business partners, family and friends mingle happily and sip their champagne and cocktails while a jazzy band plays in the garden.

      Riley also did a good job with the décor. The walls are lined with lush velvet curtains, while elegant chandeliers provide a warm glow to the room. The staff is efficient and the food, delicious.

      I wish Riley was here with me.

      I sigh.

      I see Alex arrive, and as he makes his way to me, hope lightens inside me. Maybe him showing up is a good sign. He could simply come up with an excuse and not show his face at all.

      “Hey dad, can we talk?”  he asks, then glances around me, making sure no one is hearing us.

      “Sure.”

      I nudge him to my library, for privacy. I usually get that feeling in my gut when he makes a mistake, and this time it isn’t. “What’s up?” I ask after I close the door behind us.

      “Happy Birthday,” he says, but doesn’t make any effort to hug me.

      I jam my hand into my pocket. “Thank you.”

      He leans against my desk and looks at the floor, then at me. “I’ve been thinking… it’s really fucked up that you slept with my girlfriend.”

      “Ex-girlfriend.” I also didn’t know they were together when I first slept with her but I keep this nugget of information to myself. Doesn’t change that I still slept with her after finding out, besides, I don’t want to expose Riley or make it awkward for her.

      “Yes,” he says, and makes an annoying face. “So. It is fucked up.”

      I plop on a black leather chair, glancing at the credenza where I keep my most beloved bottles of whisky. What if he’s just here to pass judgment and roast me as a birthday gift? I run my fingers through my hair. “I agree.”

      “But I guess it evens out with all the things I’ve done in the past.”

      Relief spreads through me, and my shoulders loosen up. I have to start giving Alex the benefit of the doubt more often. “Thank you.”

      He shifts his weight from one side to the other, still leaning on the desk. This subject obviously isn’t easier for him than it is for me. But, to his credit, he’s brought it up. “I mean… I talked to Riley. Seems like she’s into you too. I don’t want to make it awkward to you both.”

      “We aren’t together, son. You don’t have to worry.”

      He glances at me, and there’s warmth in his eyes. “Okay. Well, just saying… it’s whatever for me.”

      Pride swells in my chest. Pride of him and even a bit of guilt for me, for underestimating his emotional intelligence. None of this is easy, but here he is, my son, being the better person. “Thanks. That’s definitely the best birthday gift I could ask for.” I stand, and eat up the distance between us, and before I give him time for him to change his mind, I pull him into a hug. He’s stiff at first, surprised, but then he hugs me back, and we pat each other’s back heartily. This is the best birthday gift.

      

      An hour later, I take a sip of whisky and undo the top buttons of my collar.

      I know I have to go back to the party, and I will. I just need a moment to gather myself. How did my life change so much so quickly?

      I rock back on the chair, wishing I could leave the weight of my heartache with it once I get up. I know I can’t. I need to find a way to work in the same building as Riley and treat her like what she is—a valuable, talented employee. Nothing more.

      A knock on the door pulls me from my thoughts. “Yeah?”

      The door is open, and Riley walks in.

      She’s wearing jeans and a cotton shirt, so I doubt she’s dressed to attend the party. My heart is in havoc. “Can I have a word?”

      I drain the rest of the whisky, letting it smoke down my throat. “Sure.”

      Maybe this isn’t even happening and I’ve had too much to drink. I’m probably in my bed right now, dreaming, or sprawled on the couch and the party is over.

      But she walks up to me, with a nervous look on her face. Her hair is in a ponytail, her face bare. She never looked more beautiful. My fingers itch to touch her, but I curl them into a fist.

      She shrugs. “Happy Birthday.”

      “Thanks. I didn’t know you’d come.” I had hopes even after reading her email about not coming. The moment I saw Cara, I knew she wouldn’t come. And now, here she is.

      She takes a deep breath, and walks to the middle of the library and stays there. “I didn’t want to. I’ve been thinking a lot about what happened in the elevator yesterday. And everything that came before.”

      I shuffle on the seat, interested. My heart thrums in my ears, the sound echoing again and again. I clutch the metal arms of the chair on either side, to keep me from standing and walking to her. I need to listen, at least enough to learn why she’s here.

      A shade of pink spreads across her cheeks. “I’m sorry. When Alex caught us… I didn’t want to be the reason why you two don’t have a relationship anymore.”

      I suck in a deep breath, still wrestling with my own reactions. I want to believe this could be a clean slate, but what if this means different outcomes to us both? For her, a clean slate can mean talking about it and moving on—without me in her life. “That won’t happen.”

      “Yes. Good. I wasn’t sure back then.”

      “You said it wasn’t the right time.”

      “Because it wasn’t. I needed to think, to come to terms with what was happening. Ever since Alex cheated on me, so much of what I’ve done was on impulse… deciding if we should be together needed more reflection.”

      I stand, against my best judgment, yet unable to keep still. My gut is curled, my chest frozen. If her reply doesn’t kill me, the tension may just do the trick and take me out. “And?”

      She takes a couple of steps toward me, her face brighter. “I love you, Rhett. I want to be in your life,” she says, her voice leaving no room for misunderstanding.

      I erase the gap between us. My own fingers tremble when I cup her face. “Damn it.”

      A warm intensity flickers in her big blue eyes. “I love you. I want to be with you for every single one of your upcoming birthdays, and mine too, if you’ll have me.”

      A huge bubble of joy bursts inside me, impacting me on a cellular level. “You realize you’ll have more of those than me,” I say playfully, and put my arms around her.

      She stands to her fullest height, on her tip toes, her gaze locked in mine. “Yes, so we better make each one of them count.”

      Make every birthday, every ordinary day count with her. That’s my idea of heaven. “I love you, Riley.”

      I catch her lips in mine, and kiss her passionately, my tongue swiping over hers. Our bodies cling to one another, our hands searching and exploring. I pull her so close I can barely breathe, but I don’t care. I want her like this, every part of the way with me. Forever.
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      One year later…

      

      Riley

      

      “Do we have everything ready?” I ask, more to myself than to Rhett.

      “What kind of wine pairing goes with ‘we’re having a baby?’” I ask, looking at the different wine bottles in Rhett’s cellar. Correction: our cellar. We moved into this dreamy home about six months prior, right after our wedding.

      We wanted to start fresh and we found a place that was new to us both.

      “You let me worry about that,” he says and kisses the top of my head.

      He takes a look at a few bottles and selects a couple of them to go with dinner.

      I am now officially three months pregnant, so we decided to invite Alex and his girlfriend Sara, Lily, and my mom and stepfather to break the news all at once. Of course Cara overheard me making plans and sort of invited herself, so she’s coming too. Truth to be told, we’ve grown closer in the last few months.

      “I want you to have fun tonight. You know, given we couldn’t go anywhere for your birthday this year,” I say. The amount of morning sickness I experienced for the first two months definitely changed our minds about traveling. And while he was super understanding about it, I also felt bad for changing his yearly tradition so quickly.

      He kisses the top of my head. “We’ll have a lot of time to do that later. I told you.”

      “Yes, but still… I don’t want you to feel like fun’s over now that I’m barefoot and pregnant.”

      He chuckles. “There’s no chance of fun ever being over with you.”

      I play with the button of his sleeved shirt. “Good, because I’ve started to finally understand what people say when you feel horniest after the first trimester is over.”

      “I’m here for you,” he says and pulls me into his arms.

      Maybe it’s the crazy pregnancy hormones, but I’m already drenching wet. I do a once over. Nah. It’s not just that—this past year has only increased my love and desire for Rhett. He surpassed my expectations, and I never believed I could be in a relationship so strong.

      He hikes up the hem of my dress. “Also… I like you barefoot and pregnant.”

      “And naked,” I whisper.

      “And naked.” He breathes into my hair. “When will they be here?”

      “Not for a couple more hours.”

      He growls. “Then… let’s make every moment count.”

      I chuckle. Making each day count has been our strategy as a couple, and also a mantra. Lucky for me, we still have many, many days ahead of us…
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