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    He’s made an offer she can’t refuse…


    Kelsie Reed is over bad luck and bad men. Newly dumped, she’s now the pathetically single maid of honor in her sister’s wedding—and her ex is the best man. Her bad luck continues when a plumbing meltdown in her apartment sends her sexy neighbor running to her rescue. He’s got “serial dater” written all over him, which is unfortunate because the man is hot.


    Sawyer Chase loves women, but settling down? He’ll leave that to his brothers. But when Kelsie confesses she’s a dating disaster and is about to become the laughing stock of her family wedding, Sawyer takes control. He’s got one week to teach her how to land the man of her dreams, and he’ll do it on her terms: no touching, no kissing, and definitely nothing more.


    But some rules need to be broken, especially when, for once, there’s something on the line worth fighting for…
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    To Lexus, dog bones, and late-night phone calls

  


  
    Chapter One


    Friday night. Alone. The situation went beyond an aberration and straight into rainbow-shitting unicorn territory, but it was what it was: Sawyer Chase was bored. The usual weekend crowd at Foam’s For You, the neighborhood bar he frequented, had been out in full force, but a thorough search of the room left him without prospects. He’d been left to choose between the girl who declared every single hookup a “relationship”—he’d learned that the hard way—and the one who had a thing for stealing his T-shirts, which might have been a bit more tolerable if she’d be down for anything other than missionary. In the end, vanilla sex hadn’t been worth it, and neither had the potential for a restraining order.


    So here he sat, kicked back on a leather recliner with a cold beer and real potential for a kickstand problem.


    Plop.


    A small ring of moisture spread on his chest.


    Plop. Plop.


    He looked from his shirt to the ceiling in time to see another drop fall. A brand new water stain marred his ceiling, and the rate at which it spread before his eyes indicated he’d have a lap full of plaster soon, if someone didn’t handle their business. Which meant he’d have to handle his and head upstairs to the source of the leak. Hopefully his neighbor was home.


    He drained his beer, then climbed out of the chair and pushed it safely away from the damaged ceiling. He found a pot in the kitchen and put it under the drip, then grabbed his keys and hit the hallway, counting doors on the way to the elevator since he wasn’t sure if the numbers lined up. After a short trip upstairs, he counted his way back down the corridor, then knocked on the door of the apartment directly above his.


    No response. That would be just his luck, for the ceiling to cave in while no one was home. He knocked harder and put his ear to the door.


    The sound of a woman’s muffled, not-the-least-bit-pleasurable screams greeted him.


    He snatched at the knob, and a sense of foreboding hit him in the chest when he realized the lock wasn’t engaged. He threw open the door just as another shrill screech split the air. Directly across from him, on the kitchen side of the small apartment, a geyser of water spewed in every direction, except the one that would muffle the woman’s eardrum-splitting noise.


    Entertaining a small sense of relief that the issue wasn’t more serious, he launched across the room, his long legs quickly closing the distance to the sink. He tore off his shirt and crammed it over the broken faucet. The water shot sideways and soaked him before he had enough pressure on it to kill the spray, but he had it tamped down in seconds, leaving the apartment silent but for the wrong kind of heavy breathing and the discontented gurgle of water from the plumbing under his shirt.


    He and the woman stared at each other for a stupidly long time, all things considered. Water droplets clung to a pair of cat-eye glasses better suited to a 1950s librarian. Her wet dress, despite its shapeless, bohemian vibe, made little mystery of a nice set of curves. There was enough damp, translucent fabric for him to see her bra covered a little too much for his taste, but he could remedy that easily enough, and then there’d be nothing to stop him from closing his mouth on those tight nipples of hers. He bet that would warm her right up. He could almost feel them stabbing his tongue—


    A distinct hissing caught his attention seconds before a cold stream of water smacked him in the side of the face. He tightened his grip while her discontent edged into amusement territory.


    “Hold this here?” he asked, focusing for the first time on her eyes. They were a deep, velvety brown that matched her hair. Or the top half, anyway. The strands lightened on the way down to nearly blond tips that fell in damp waves and rested midway down her back. “I need to cut off the valve.”


    She nodded and placed her hand over his, at which point he noticed a towel in the sink. “I tried,” she said. Her voice wavered, hinting the water works might not be over.


    “It’s fine,” he said.


    She managed a small, unconvincing smile. Close enough. With some regret, he reclaimed his hand, then closed his fingers over hers to make sure her grip was secure. Then he dropped to his knees and reached in the cabinet to find the shut-off valve. The whole underside of her sink was soaked, which probably explained his wet ceiling a lot better than the geyser did. “Um, did you know you had a leak down here?”


    “Yes,” she said, her voice still a bit wobbly. “Maintenance came today and fixed it.”


    He crawled from under the sink and stood. “Clearly.” He paused and looked over his shoulder toward the stove. “Is something burning?”


    “Oh, no.” She jerked toward the stove, but apparently high heels weren’t much for traction on wet tile because her forward momentum consisted entirely of pitching into his arms. He caught her just as a light knock sounded against the open door.


    “Kel—” The man in the doorway stopped short when his gaze rested on Sawyer. His grip on a bouquet of flowers visibly tightened.


    “Brian!” The woman threw herself away from Sawyer so quickly, she nearly fell again. He offered a steadying hand, and she immediately shook him off.


    “I guess you weren’t expecting me”—her friend Brian paused to look at his watch, probably one of those new Apple douche bag detectors—“five minutes early.”


    “It’s not what it looks like.” She shot a pleading look Sawyer’s way. “He’s helping me with a plumbing emergency.”


    Sawyer shrugged, feeling a bit territorial for no good reason. “Sorry, man,” he said without an ounce of sincerity. “It’s not my fault she’s wet. Nor is it my fault she’s burning whatever—”


    “They’re peas.” She pushed past Sawyer and moved the pot off the burner while her friend Brian gave him such a thorough once-over that he began to question which team the dude pitched for. But then again, Sawyer wasn’t wearing a shirt to hide his six-pack, while not even the loose suit jacket the other guy wore could hide the kegger situation he had going on.


    Kel, or whatever her name was, turned away from the stove just in time to see ol’ Brian throw down his flowers and hit the bricks.


    Her crushed expression killed Sawyer’s grin.


    She took one step toward the door, and her heel slipped. Before he could reach for her, she grabbed the back of a chair, steadying herself. In dramatic, arm-flinging, footwear-flying fashion, she yanked off her shoes and threw them well away from the puddle that encompassed most of her floor, then stomped over and kicked the flowers out of the way before she slammed the door, shutting him inside with her.


    He’d been inside more women’s apartments than he could count, but all of the yelling had always been sex-related. He wasn’t sure what to make of this. Or of her. He knew his way around a wet woman, but not an angry one. And clothing had rarely been a factor, whereas this one seemed to want to hide herself under as much fabric as possible.


    Realizing something still smelled hot, Sawyer looked to the stove. She’d left the vacant burner on. He surreptitiously turned the knob and half wished he’d made it out the door before the fireworks started. “I’m sorry about the… Was it a date?”


    “Yes, it was a date.” She opened a linen closet and yanked out a stack of towels, then tossed them to the wet floor before walking to the table and blowing out candles Sawyer had just noticed were lit. A couple of impressive-looking steaks sat on the table next to a bowl of what he assumed to be mashed potatoes parked next to an accompanying gravy boat.


    He stared at the stark white towels that had landed at his feet. He didn’t do floors—at least not anyone else’s—but he managed to kick towels around until he’d hit the majority of the mess. “If it’s any consolation,” he said, “he wasn’t worth it.”


    Kel-whatever froze. Her eyes flashed, and Sawyer thought hard about edging for the door. Drama was a big reason he avoided relationships.


    “How could you possibly know that?” she snapped.


    He shrugged, a smile threatening. Even with frizzed hair, her giant nerd glasses, and soaking wet—or perhaps especially that way—the woman had potential, or she would have if he went for hippie types. He didn’t know why she felt the need to hide herself under yards of fabric, but the currently clinging material probably conveyed more than she’d like. That she didn’t seem to have a clue how revealing her outfit had become amused him. “He didn’t take two seconds to fight for you, that’s how.”


    She stared blankly. “It was a blind date. You expect him to fight for me?”


    He leaned against the counter and crossed his arms. “I’d fight.”


    An edge of humor glimmered in her eyes. “Maybe he figured as much and didn’t want his face smashed in over a woman he’d never met.”


    “Or maybe he’s a loser.”


    She flailed her arms like she was shooing pigeons. Or falling into a manhole. So much for humor. “He’s not the loser. I am.”


    Sawyer took a step back as she steamrolled toward him. He didn’t relax when she paused to grab the peas off the stove—he figured he was about to wear them—but all he got was a look that straddled the line between anger and exasperation as she spun and dropped the pan on the table. He cringed at the noise, and again at what the hot metal might do to the wood surface. “I’m pretty sure you’re not a loser,” he said mildly. “Not the way that dress is showing off your curves.”


    Her jaw dropped, and her gaze followed, straight to her chest.


    “Though you’re wearing a granny bra. That could go,” he offered helpfully.


    Without a word, she spun and left the room. This time he did edge for the door. He made contact with the knob just as a yipping brown blur came tearing toward him, claws screeching a manic staccato against the flooring. When the blur slowed, he found himself staring at a bug-eyed shrimp of a dog who wagged his tail so hard his whole hind end slung back and forth.


    “Marmaduke!”


    Sawyer looked up to find Kel-whoever in a pair of sweats and a top that looked like burlap. Was she actually wearing a feed bag? He thought better of asking. Her hair had been pulled into a messy ponytail, leaving a few stray tendrils to caress the column of her neck. “What the hell is a marmaduke?”


    “My dog.” She glared as she dropped into a dining chair and scooped a hunk of potatoes onto one plate, then the other. Same with the burnt peas. That she found them edible enough to put on a plate gave him pause. He once again gave healthy consideration to making a run for it, but she was making two plates, and he was pretty sure one was for him. She confirmed as much when she asked him to stay. “You might as well eat. It’s the least I can do after you helped me out with the water situation. I’m Kelsie Reed, by the way.”


    “Sawyer Chase,” he said, eyeing the steak. It had grill marks—impressive ones. He glanced around the kitchen, wondering how she’d managed them. “It was a selfish attempt to keep the ceiling in my apartment from caving in. And that meal clearly wasn’t for me, so—”


    She let go of the plate, then dropped her head in her hands. “I can’t believe this happened again,” she moaned.


    He had to work his jaw loose before he spoke. “This happened before?”


    She looked up at him, utterly crushed. “I suck at dating, okay? That’s why I had a blind date to begin with. I accidentally spilled hot coffee on the last guy who took the time to talk to me, and he left, saying he had an ambulance to catch. And before that, I went on precisely one date and started talking about the salary gap between men and women, and he excused himself mid-meal and didn’t return. Please eat. I don’t want to throw this out.”


    He hesitated for a nanosecond. Long enough for her face to fall, and while he knew he could leave, he wasn’t sure he could do so with a clean conscience. Besides, what was he going to do at home? Mop the floor. Well, yes, but he really wasn’t in a hurry to go downstairs and do that twice in one night. Besides, he’d feel guilty if he left her like this, so instead he joined her at the table. As he walked, he dragged the dog, who had chomped down on his pant leg. The mutt didn’t seem to notice. Neither did Kelsie.


    He sat, eyed the plate in front of him, and tried to ignore the faint sniffling from her side of the table. He didn’t do emotions or relationships, and he avoided drama like the plague, yet somehow he’d ended up mired in a shitstorm that seemed to be comprised of all three. But with food. “Steak looks fantastic.”


    The shrimp dog growled at the sound of his voice, then went to town on his pant legs once more, snarling and shaking its head. Sawyer nudged him with his foot, but the little jerk didn’t relent. He couldn’t have weighed five pounds, but every ounce seemed determined to tear Sawyer apart.


    She managed a watery smile. “Thank you. I don’t usually attempt steak. It’s just… He said it was his favorite, and I wanted to make a good impression and… Well, you know how that ended.”


    Yeah. With Sawyer getting his ankle chewed. He nudged the dog again to no avail, so he gave up and reached for his knife—to attack the steak, not the dog. He managed to remember to tuck the cloth napkin onto his lap before diving in. Or trying to. His attempt to stab the meat with his fork failed when the steak held its ground. He pushed harder, managing a shallow dent. Not exactly enough penetration to get the job done, but maybe it would at least hold the meat in place. With that hope, he tried to cut into the meat with his knife, but the knife didn’t do it. Perplexed, he sawed harder, only managing to score the surface.


    Barely.


    He glanced at Kelsie. Finding her watching him, he shoved the meat to the side and snagged a forkful of mashed potatoes. “Maybe you’re just looking in the wrong places,” he said.


    “Where are the right places?” she asked, eyeing his plate before meeting his gaze. “I need to know. Because my sister is marrying my ex-boyfriend’s brother in two weeks, and I’m the maid of honor. Guess who the best man is?”


    Sawyer put his fork in his mouth so he wouldn’t have to answer. Bad move. That meant she was looking at him when he almost choked on the sour garlic taste that assaulted him.


    She threw down her fork. “See?”


    “Actually, no,” he choked. “I can’t see a thing. My eyes are watering.” He swallowed and immediately regretted it. “Here’s a tip. If you want romance, lay off the garlic.”


    She stared at him, openly wounded. “It’s supposed to complement the buttermilk.”


    Buttermilk?


    “Just great.” She frowned, fastening a death glare on him he wasn’t sure he deserved. “I can’t even mash potatoes. Of course I can’t find a guy. If the way to a man’s heart is through his stomach, I’m beyond screwed. And that’s a direct quote from my grandma, by the way. Even my sister told me not to bother trying to catch her bouquet—that I should leave it for someone who stands a chance of landing a decent guy. Like it’s my fault my ex thought cheating was a good idea. Like I want to waste time on jerks.”


    He didn’t touch the food, having decided the topic of relationships was far less dangerous. “Consider this near miss a win. Did you see that idiot? He wasn’t even willing to give you a chance to explain. That’s not your guy, and if this is a consistent thing, then clearly you haven’t tapped into the right market.”


    One of her eyebrows rose. She sniffled. “The right market?”


    He leaned back against the thickly padded dining chair, putting some much-needed distance between him and the plate. Marma-what’s-his-face released Sawyer’s pant leg and looked up, head quirked, not unlike Kelsie’s. Sawyer bit back a grin. “For starters,” he said, “your so-called date needs to have his balls revoked. I’ve yet to meet a woman I couldn’t seduce, and you can bet your ass I’m not threatened by another guy. He’s a joke.”


    “Says who?”


    “Me. I am an expert in satisfying a woman.”


    Her expression went from dubious to scoffing in a New York minute. “Is that supposed to be a selling point?” she asked. “I’ve seen you around. You have a different woman every weekend. I don’t even want to know how many of them you’ve screwed in the elevator, but here’s a tip for you. Button up before you hit the lobby.”


    He did his best to keep his jaw clamped shut, but he failed. The dig at his social life was one thing, but the other… Was she rejecting him? He couldn’t think of the last time he was turned down. By anyone. Which probably meant he needed to raise his standards, but sex was sex.


    And this was almost certainly rejection.


    She smirked. Score one for the dating disaster.


    He ever so casually checked his zipper, just in case, and looked back to find her following his gaze. The unfamiliar heat of embarrassment toyed with him, but he shoved it away. Too bad the mutt wouldn’t bolt so easily. “You should be a little nicer to me, Kelsie. As you’ve so eloquently pointed out, I have experience. Lots of experience. Who better to show you the ropes?”


    “Keep your ropes to yourself,” she shot back. “I’m not into BDSM.”


    He couldn’t help the smile that stretched his lips. From the glimpse he’d enjoyed before she’d changed into the burlap, she definitely had potential. He liked her fire. And considering he couldn’t remember the last time a woman turned him down, she presented a challenge he was all too willing to take on. He stood, and finally the dog retreated, scampering under the table.


    Kelsie’s eyebrows knit, and she frowned.


    With a shrug, he said, “Hey, if you want to spend the rest of your life trying to save your rat dog from your cooking, that’s on you.” He snagged his shirt from the sink, taking a moment to wring out the excess water.


    Her eyes flashed. “My cooking is not that bad.”


    “Sorry to break it to you, sweetheart, but I’m not sure I’ve had worse.” He didn’t fight the grin that threatened when her face twisted in indignation. “It’s a shame,” he said. “With a little bit of insider knowledge, a woman like you could have guys beating down the door, even if just to accompany you to your ex-boyfriend’s wedding.”


    “Not my ex-boyfriend. My sister and my ex’s… Oh, forget it.” She dropped the arms she’d been flailing, momentarily crossing them before dropping them to the table in defeat.


    He gave his shirt a final twist over the sink, then headed for the door. “Whatever. Have fun. Alone.”


    “Wait!”


    He paused with his hand on the knob. The dog bounced around, his shit lost. Probably over her sharp tone.


    “What did you have in mind?” she asked, sounding exponentially less than thrilled. “Clearly you have experience as a womanizing troll, so you must know what men look for.”


    He turned. “I can make you dateable.” Countering her jab, he added, “I don’t know about irresistible, but tolerable for sure.”


    Her eyes narrowed. “I don’t need to be irresistible. I need a date. In two weeks.”


    He forced back a victorious grin. “Give me seven dates—seven lessons in snagging a man, if you will—and I guarantee you won’t be alone when you face your ex.”


    After a long moment during which he could see the gears turning, she sighed defeat. Almost. “Date you? Do I have a choice?”


    “Yep.” He turned the knob.


    “Wait!” She turned a dozen shades of red as she fell against her chair. “Okay, fine. You’re on. And you’re not getting lucky on date number seven, so don’t even think about it.” Her eyes narrowed. “I know your kind. You’ll sleep with anything convenient, whether she’s your type or not. And I know I have too many brain cells to qualify.”


    He laughed, even though her words hit a little too close to home. “Sweetheart, I don’t beg. If I have to ask, then I’m not interested.”


    “Then I don’t have to tell you no kissing, either.”


    He zeroed in on her soft, pink mouth. The glasses were so distracting, he’d barely noticed it before, and that was a shame. A mouth like that should definitely be noticed. “Wouldn’t dream of it. We’ll start in the morning.”


    “Wait. What are we doing in the morning?”


    He looked pointedly at her bug-eyed, oversized rat. “Dog park.”


    Her brow furrowed. “The dog park? You think you can teach me to find a man at a dog park?”


    “Babe, I can find you a date anywhere.” He opened the door, grinning hard when he found her attention pegged to his ass, and harder when she jerked her gaze up, turning a brighter shade of red when he caught her.


    “I’ll be here at seven,” he said.


    “In the morning?”


    He shrugged. “Weeds out the guys who got shit-faced tonight.”


    Behind those horrible glasses, she rolled her eyes, probably because admitting he had a point would be too painful. “Suit yourself,” she said. “I’ll be ready.”


    She didn’t look like she meant it, but what did he care? He wasn’t looking to get involved with her or her drama. He only needed one thing out of that obstinate, train wreck of a woman.


    And that was to hear her say he was right.

  


  
    Chapter Two


    On a what-was-I-thinking scale of one to ten, Kelsie’s arrangement with Sawyer pegged somewhere near a hundred. Getting involved with him in any capacity was a disaster waiting to happen. She couldn’t imagine his intentions being anything more altruistic than getting his ego—as well as another body part—stroked. Fortunately, that promised not to be an issue. As she’d told him, she’d seen his type of woman—boobs hanging out, dress up to there, and a high-pitched giggle not likely to be the only fake part of the package—tumbling out of the elevator with him more times than she cared to remember, and Kelsie definitely didn’t qualify. To solidify that point, he hadn’t looked at her with an ounce of interest, but that was fine. Not being targeted by him was more of a bragging point than a downside. Frankly, she didn’t want to devote another moment of her life—let alone seven dates—to that womanizer, but the utterly pathetic alternative was to dig her current rut a little deeper, which would accomplish even less.


    She rolled over in her bed, squinting blindly at the morning light. She wasn’t ready for this. How could she be? Sawyer was so far out of her league… Well, wait. That wasn’t true. He just wasn’t her type. Not that she had a type. She couldn’t get a date, let alone establish a type. She had just seen enough of men like Sawyer to know that when they had the pick of the room—and they always did—they didn’t choose women like her. She was more of an unintentional wallflower, relegated to that position by default because she wasn’t flirtatious or enough of a cleavage flasher to grab a man’s attention. And she couldn’t exactly blame the men. She certainly noticed the guys who put themselves out there.


    She’d definitely noticed Sawyer, and not just because he literally had a different woman every weekend. He was hot. Beyond hot, with brilliant green eyes and striking blond hair tousled with lowlights that were too perfect to be anything but natural. The upper half of his body was so stupidly ripped that in its glistening, spray-drenched state, she’d had to wonder whether it was real or she’d somehow dreamed the whole encounter. Everything that had happened from the moment the sink faucet broke off in her hand had been surreal, from looking up to find him in her apartment to the traitorous thrill that shot through her when she’d slipped and landed in his arms.


    Because whether or not she was his type, he absolutely was not hers.


    She needed stability. At twenty-nine, she needed a man who cared about something greater than his next conquest, and she had a feeling a second date was as close to a commitment as Sawyer had ever made. She wasn’t sure whether to laugh or cry when it hit her that she’d promised him seven. Granted, they were non-romantic dates.


    She was torn between feeling like Cinderella and fearing she’d just set herself up to become another of his playthings, but what did it matter as long as he followed through? For the next two weeks, all she wanted out of life was to not have to go to that stupid wedding alone. At one time, for her and her sister to date a pair of brothers had been fun. Then her ex had left her for another woman—someone more exciting, he’d said—and her inability to find a date for the wedding had poured a ridiculous amount of salt in the wound.


    But now she had hope. Probably stupid to put that much faith in a serial dating stranger, but it was something to which she could cling. More than she’d started with.


    With a sigh, she rolled over, flipping covers as she went. A yip from beneath the blankets indicated she’d dumped them all on Marmaduke, so she reversed the process until the Chihuahua squirmed free, tail wagging and tongue visible. “Want to go to the park?”


    The dog, in his excitement, bounced himself right off the bed.


    “I guess that’s a yes,” Kelsie mumbled. If only she could be so enthusiastic. She had the worst feeling she was in over her head, and the tiny part of her that was more intrigued than wary had her worried. There was no way that man wasn’t trouble, but worse than that, she wasn’t sure she wanted him analyzing her. Having her flaws catalogued by such hotness would be about as comfortable as standing in front of a firing squad.


    Oh. Joy.


    Resigned to her fate, she felt for her glasses, then crawled out of bed, and tugged on a pair of loose, flared jeans; a boxy, lightweight sweater; and a scarf to combat the cooler fall temps. After a blistering summer, New York had settled into one of her favorite seasons, with brisk mornings and sun-drenched afternoons. Her sister’s wedding on a yacht in the harbor would be stunning. It was Kelsie’s dream wedding. Only it wasn’t her wedding. Her sister had borrowed Kelsie’s perfect wedding day, and Kelsie would have to face it alone.


    No, no you won’t. Because Sawyer had promised to help her, and she’d hold him to that.


    Moments later, a knock sounded at the door. Marmaduke went nuts, which did nothing for Kelsie’s nerves. After a quick peek, she held back the dog and opened the door for Sawyer, who was holding two paper cups. He handed her one.


    “Morning, sunshine,” he said cheerfully. “I brought you a… I don’t know what the hell it is, to be honest. White chocolate something that doesn’t sound much like coffee.”


    She took a deep breath over the cup and stared up at him in surprise. “White chocolate mocha? How did you know?”


    He grinned, although it was more of a self-satisfied smirk. “I asked the guy in the coffee shop downstairs if he remembered you. Old librarian glasses, wears tapestry.”


    She cringed inwardly at his description of her and hoped the reaction didn’t extend to her facial expression. As if there was anything wrong with being a librarian. Or wearing vintage-style glasses. She stopped short of telling him they were a new pair and clearly not so awful if her ophthalmologist stocked them. She knew instinctively that letting Sawyer think he’d gotten under her skin would be a mistake.


    Apparently oblivious to her inner turmoil, he continued, “I think you might have your date right there. I’m pretty sure he has you memorized for a reason.”


    “I’m pretty sure he’s sixteen,” she said. A funny wiggle shot through her chest and annoyed her. Sawyer’s nice gesture didn’t change the fact that he was a player.


    “He’s tall,” Sawyer said of the barista. As if that helped the whole underage thing.


    “He’s jailbait.”


    “Good point.” God, that sexy, flirty grin. Did he take anything seriously?


    Of course he didn’t.


    This was some big joke to him. “If you’re trying to get out of our…arrangement—”


    “Not a chance, sweetheart.” His gaze tracked to Marmaduke, who eyeballed him right back, growling low under his breath. “The dog park it is.”


    She hesitated, torn between her appreciation for his help and a need for boundaries. “I’m really not your sweetheart,” she said. “In fact, if not for your plumbing skills and your promise to save me from having to go solo to my sister’s wedding—”


    “What? You wouldn’t be using me to get what you want?” He grinned.


    She glared. “Fine. I have a goal, and I need your help. But at least you’re in on it, which is more than you can say for all those women you pick up.”


    He snorted. “You actually think I’m out there mowing down virgins? Sorry to disappoint you, but there are a lot of very good, very bad girls out there who would do anything to be invited into my bedroom. And believe me, they do. Anything, that is.”


    She gawked at him. Somewhere in the back of her mind, it registered that his eyes were nearly the same shade as her walls, only an insanely bright, vivid version thereof. Great. He’d hijacked her favorite color. When this was over, she’d have to paint. And somehow divert her brain from that ultra-sexy image of him, stripped down and soaking wet and…


    “What are you thinking about?” The light in his eyes suggested he knew.


    She glared. “You are a pig.”


    “If you want me to leave…”


    “No,” she admitted. “Unfortunately, that’s what makes you useful to me.”


    While he laughed, she set her coffee on the table beside her front door, freeing her hands to fit the dog’s harness and attach the leash. When she stood, she found Sawyer’s eyes on her. Or, oddly enough, on her breasts. Stupid sweater. It was bulky, but large enough that, if not for the scarf, he probably would have been able to stare down her shirt the entire time. “While I appreciate your attention to my canine better half”—she stifled a laugh when Sawyer’s gaze shot up—“I have to wonder why you chose a dog park, of all places.”


    “Pure logic,” he said without missing a beat. She doubted he was impressed by his reflexive glance at her chest. After her near peep show, he’d have a hard time finding them again under the bulk. “You have a mutual interest with pretty much any guy there with a mutt in tow. Low pressure and built-in conversation starter.”


    She blinked. “I have no idea how I never thought of that.”


    That cocky grin returned. “See? You’ve learned something already.”


    Yeah, sure she had. Like that he looked almost as good in that long-sleeve button-up shirt as he did without a shirt at all. The material settled in all the right places, leaving him tantalizingly out of view without making a mystery of what lay below the fabric. The flashback of him standing soaked and shirtless hadn’t left her side all night, but now it amped up to levels of harassment.


    He cleared his throat.


    She hitched her eyes upward, hoping the heat that flooded her face wasn’t evident. Judging by the sexy tilt of his lips, she guessed no such luck. Flaming hotter now, she grabbed her keys and phone and tucked them in her pockets before picking up the coffee and gesturing ahead, suggesting he should vacate her doorway.


    And if she was smart, her life. Because surely he had something better to do on Friday night than rescue her. From what little she knew of his type, that he’d been available to do the rescuing at all struck her as odd.


    “What were you doing alone last night?” she asked as they headed down the hall.


    On cue, a bombshell brunette stepped into the hall and gave Sawyer the kind of long, slow look that could only mean one thing. And he, the jerk, actually turned his head to stare as they passed by.


    Kelsie elbowed him.


    He lazily returned his attention to her. “You assume I was. Alone, that is.”


    What an unbelievable ass. “I assume you didn’t leave someone downstairs tied to your bed while you ran up to have dinner with me.”


    “In fairness, a ceiling headed for a cave-in isn’t exactly something one deals with later. And for the record, I don’t know if I’d call that dinner,” he said as he pressed the button for the elevator. “More of a near-death experience.”


    She glared. Sort of. In truth, she’d only attempted to cook because after a couple of weeks of online communication, she’d thought Brian could be a keeper and wanted to impress him. So much for that.


    As they stepped into the elevator, he asked, “What were you doing inviting a guy you’d never met to your apartment, anyway?”


    “He’s a friend of a friend,” she muttered. Which was technically true, and more than Sawyer needed to know.


    Marmaduke balked at the door, so she reached with her foot and gently lifted him under his belly to move him across the threshold before depositing him on the floor between her and Sawyer.


    “Some vetting you have there,” he said, poking the button for the lobby.


    “Excuse me? You’re one to talk about vetting with all those strays you bring home.”


    He stared at her, utterly wounded. Or faking it, anyway. “Those are all lovely, talented young women.”


    She rolled her eyes. “I don’t think I want to know what they’re talented at.”


    He just smiled and shook his head.


    “So,” she said, “why were you alone on a Friday night?” And why did she insist on pursuing that topic? It wasn’t as if she cared. To the contrary, she didn’t care in the least to hear what—or who—he’d done after he’d left her apartment.


    He gave an exaggerated sigh. “Turns out I’ve already slept with every woman in New York City.” Brilliant green eyes focused on her, he added, “Except one.”


    “In case you haven’t noticed, I’m not your type.” And she wasn’t, so that funny little flutter in her stomach could just shut up. If nothing else, this experiment had taught her that she really needed to get out more. There was no way this arrogant jerk should have her all twisted inside.


    They exited the elevator into the lobby and headed onto the sidewalk. The air was cool enough for the sun to feel good, so she tipped back her face and briefly basked in it, only to catch Sawyer staring at her. “What?” she asked.


    “You’re pretty when you smile.”


    “Thank you.” She paused, then shot him another look. He’d caught her off guard with his seemingly honest compliment, but he was a player, no doubt playing his game as a reflex. “You do realize this is about you giving me tips on attracting a man, and not about you trying to attract me?”


    “I’m not trying, sweetheart. But now that you mention it”—he snagged her elbow and gently pulled her out of the flow of sidewalk traffic, Marmaduke trotting behind—“part of attracting a guy is having confidence.” As he spoke, he maneuvered her against the wall, propping his coffee-holding arm beside her and leaning treacherously close until she could feel the heat of his skin.


    “Lesson number one,” he said. “There’s not a man alive who won’t fall over himself to get to a woman with confidence, but you’ve got to believe in yourself. The sexier you feel, the more attractive you’ll be. I bet if you…unburied yourself from those mounds of clothes you wear, you wouldn’t need me at all.”


    Stunned, she twisted her head to look at him. Big mistake. Green eyes studied her with a ferocity that made no sense, considering the lazy sprawl of the grin that overtook his lips.


    “I’m not taking off my clothes,” she managed. Barely. “But nice try. And next time, do us both a favor and spare the theatrics.” Despite her irritation with him, her heart stuttered in her chest, the busy New York street a mere backdrop to the sudden intimacy of his whispered oath. His clean scent enveloped her, lingering with that of the coffee to dull everything that wasn’t pegged on him.


    “Let me make one thing clear,” he said softly. Intently. “Theatrics aren’t my thing. I don’t bullshit. If I say a woman is sexy, it’s because I mean it. And if I say I want her, I mean that, too.” He paused, giving a passing glance to Marmaduke, who was in a fierce tug-of-war with Sawyer’s shoestring. The string appeared to be winning. “And make no mistake, sweetheart. Should you ever bring yourself to admit out loud that you want me to fuck you, assuming I’m not otherwise occupied, you damn well better brace yourself.”


    It was a good thing she had the wall at her back. She needed it. His words, a thinly veiled seduction, tore at her defenses. It had been too long since anything had.


    But if he thought she’d fall for his playboy games, he’d better think again.


    “I have a better idea,” she said sweetly. “How about I save the trouble of all that bracing, and you go fuck yourself instead?”

  


  
    Chapter Three


    Sawyer stared, jaw tight, as Kelsie sashayed her tight little ass down the sidewalk, the rat trotting happily behind her. Neither of them spared a backward glance. Either he was losing his touch or…or anything else. Had to be the alternative, whatever that was, because he was definitely not losing his touch.


    And he clearly didn’t need to teach her the finer points of playing hard to get. She had that nailed. Only he had the worst feeling she wasn’t playing. She actually didn’t want him. He wondered how much time would pass before she caught on to that irony. Here he was, a man she had no problem resisting, teaching her the finer points of becoming irresistible to the opposite sex. Unacceptable.


    Game on.


    The greater paradox, however, was that her watered-down clothing the night before had revealed a nice body, and behind those glasses, she had amazing eyes. When she slipped up and a little sun broke through that perpetual glare of hers, she really was pretty. He was even more struck by the fact when he realized her valiant attempts to hide it weren’t successful. He couldn’t say he’d ever noticed a woman who made a point of going unnoticed, but he definitely noticed her.


    She shot him a look over her shoulder. “You coming?”


    She’d paused with her question, so he took his sweet time sauntering her way. “Lesson number two,” he said when he neared her. “If a guy was content to fuck himself, he wouldn’t be the least bit inclined to put up with womenfolk.”


    Her eyes widened. The rat stood at her feet, doing that shaky, bug-eyed thing. Why the hell did those little dogs always have to shake like that? “Did you just say ‘womenfolk’?” she asked. “No one says ‘womenfolk’.”


    “I said ‘womenfolk.’ Lesson number three—” He broke off when the dog growled. “Why does Minidick hate me so much?”


    Her lips curved into a barely suppressed grin. “Marmaduke. And I don’t know. He’s never disliked anyone before.”


    “He’s probably picking up on your distaste,” Sawyer said. He immediately wondered if she’d agree, and how readily. And why it mattered. Because you can’t teach her the art of attracting a man when she hates you, that’s why. Yep, that was it. Absolutely nothing to do with wounded pride.


    Her rich chocolate gaze met his head-on. “I don’t…distaste you.”


    “Aw, come on. We’ll have to do better than that.” He snagged her hand, lacing his fingers through hers, and kept walking. She tried pulling back, but he held firm.


    “What are you doing?”


    He turned, just as a crisp burst of air blew her hair, making her look like she’d just stepped out of a fucking Free People catalog. He’d never been so attracted to someone so natural. Or maybe he’d just never seen anyone who didn’t go out of her way to be seen, but either way, she took his breath. “Holding your hand.”


    The breeze carried with it the vanilla scent of her shampoo. Her eyes flashed with irritation. “I told you, this isn’t about you and me.”


    “Relax, woman.” He squeezed her hand, knowing it would probably annoy her more. “This is all part of my lesson. Loosen up a little. Make your dog not hate me.”


    “What difference does it make if my dog hates you?”


    He shrugged. “Men don’t like drama.” Understatement of the century. Which really made him wonder why he’d gotten himself involved with her. His whole life, he’d managed to avoid emotional entanglements, and now he’d committed to an unprecedented seven dates with a woman who wanted a long-term relationship. The only good thing was that she’d made it clear he’d never be that man, so at least they didn’t have any misconceptions between them.


    Her eyes narrowed. “So my dog hates you, and that makes me drama?”


    He laughed. “Tension equals drama. If you’re so tense that your dog is glaring at me, you’re going to have a hard time getting the right kind of attention.”


    “And you holding my hand fixes this how?”


    “If your dog thinks you like me, he might stop snarling. Besides, if you can tolerate me touching you without getting your panties in a knot, then you can relax under any circumstances. And you really need to relax.”


    She laughed, albeit stiffly. “You’re right.”


    “And if nothing else, you’ll enjoy a palpable sense of relief when I let go, so it’s a total win-win.”


    Her shoulders relaxed a notch. “Just let go before we get to the park, okay? I don’t want anyone thinking I’m…taken.”


    “Absolutely no one would think that,” he said, mainly because he certainly wouldn’t.


    She still watched him as they walked, so he’d braced himself for an argument when she said, “You don’t like dogs, do you?”


    He took a sip of his coffee before he answered. “Your dog spent all of my visit last night gnawing on my ankle.”


    Her mouth fell open. “Why didn’t you say something?”


    “I figured if you feed him like you did me, he might be due a good meal.”


    She glared.


    He laughed and gestured ahead, where the trees of Cadman Plaza Park crowded the view. “Hey, I knew where the dog park was, didn’t I?”


    Her eyes narrowed. “You Googled it.”


    “Guilty. But that doesn’t mean I don’t like dogs. And you can’t say I didn’t think ahead. This one is off leash,” he said of the dog area at the Brooklyn War Memorial. “Much easier to bump into someone that way.”


    “That’s so contrived.”


    “And that’s why you don’t have a date.” He bumped her shoulder and dropped her hand. “Relax. This is nothing. We are fully clothed and in the same very crowded, very public space. We might as well be standing next to each other in the grocery store. So what kind of guy are you looking for?”


    “One who cleans up well and has a handle on proper language usage.”


    “That’s it?”


    She threw her arms wide, nearly smacking him in the face. “That’s impossible.”


    He took a half step away from her—probably her plan all along—and took a sip of his coffee, which by then was almost cold. “That can’t be it.”


    She shoved her leash hand in her back pocket, again drawing his attention to her ass, or what little bit of it was visible beneath the hem of that sweater. She’d probably hate that, which only served to amuse him. “My sister is getting married on a yacht in New York Harbor exactly two weeks from today. I cannot afford to be any more discriminating than that.”


    “The wedding is on a boat?” The mere mention of a boat summoned all of his nopes. He hated boats. Hated water. A swimming pool full of bikini-clad women, he could handle. But anything bigger? Not even if his life depended on it. It was a good thing she didn’t like him. That way she wouldn’t expect him to be her date… And just in case, he mentally redoubled his efforts to get her someone else.


    “Yes. Probably the most romantic thing ever, and I refuse to go alone.”


    She thought boats were romantic? “I thought that was because of your ex.”


    “It is, but it’s also my dream wedding.” She gave a dramatic sigh. “I love my sister to death, but I swear the only reason she picked that setting is because I once confided in her how perfect it would be. Being dumped for being boring is humiliating enough. Not being able to get a date—and having him witness that—is pretty much the worst thing that’s ever happened to me.”


    “Some tough life you’ve had there,” he said dryly.


    “I’m exaggerating,” she said, “but not when I say I’ve actually considered hiring an escort. As a matter of fact, I should do that. Then we can forget this whole thing.”


    He almost dropped his coffee. If she thought going alone would be more humiliating than hiring a stranger to play the part, she was crazy. “I thought you said you wanted a long-term relationship. How long do you plan to keep an escort on payroll?”


    She came to a halt. “You don’t want me to like you, do you?”


    “All I’m saying is the only way you’re going to find a long-term relationship is by finding someone who doesn’t demand payment to keep you company. And for that matter, it sounds like you need to work on you before you try to partner up for a lifetime commitment.”


    “What the heck is that supposed to mean?”


    “It means you need to be your own person first.” He hesitated over his unfortunate choice of words. She clearly had that own person thing down. In fact, she could stand to follow the crowd a little, but if he told her that, she’d probably sic her rat on him. “So what if you go alone? Do you really want to be clinging to some other guy—a paid stranger, at that—when you see your ex? Or do you want to be badass, screw you, standing tall on your own?”


    “He said I was boring.”


    “You show up by yourself looking ten kinds of hot, and I guarantee you’ll be the most interesting person there.” She wouldn’t wear that scarf with a bridesmaid dress…would she? Not that the scarf itself was so bad. It was the injustice of leaving her shapeless. He’d never realized how sexy and feminine a neck was until she’d hidden hers.


    She sighed. “You don’t understand. But how could you? This goes beyond superficial.”


    “Actually, your problem is exactly superficial.” So much for not going there, even if he wasn’t talking about her wardrobe.


    His comment earned another death glare.


    “You’re worried about how it all looks, sweetheart. Doesn’t get more superficial than that.” Before she killed him, for good measure he added, “Remember what I said about tension.” They’d reached the expanse of green lawn that fronted the memorial. The early morning sun bathed her in the prettiest light. If only she’d chill the fuck out, she’d be able to snag a guy on her own, no problem. A little bit of relaxation on her part would go a long way. “Anyone catch your eye?”


    “You make it sound like I’m at the pound picking up a stray.”


    “Not until someone starts humping your leg.”


    “Someone?” She glared and pushed back the glasses that had inched down her nose. “Don’t you mean a dog?”


    “Dogs are people, too,” he said. “But no, I pretty much meant some douche of a guy.”


    “Have I thanked you yet?” she muttered. She knelt to unleash the rodent, who ran a quick, yippy circle before lifting his leg on Sawyer.


    “Oh, hell no.” He sidestepped before damage could happen, while Kelsie laughed.


    The sound took his breath away. He stared.


    She stopped laughing. “What?”


    “That,” he said, “is how you attract a man. Do you have any idea how much less scary you are when you’re not spazzing out?”


    She turned red. “I want a guy who’s interested in more than…my physical appearance.”


    “Unless you’re going to walk around showing off your brain, I’m afraid you’re going to have to oblige us otherwise. At least at first. The good news is if you relax a little and give us all a chance, there’s not a man alive who wouldn’t want to look below your surface.”


    “Except you.”


    The question caused an unexpected pang, but he shook it off. “Make no mistake, sweetheart.” He tugged at the hem of her sweater. “I’m more than willing to peel back a layer or two.”


    “See? Pig.” She spun, but he caught her arm. She glared, and he wondered if she was even more uptight than he’d originally thought. He kept that possibility close, because by the look of her, forgetting it might cost him a kneecap. Or a nut.


    He settled for defusing her. “That thing you just did where you looked at me through your lashes? Guys like that. Gives ’em hope.”


    “I was not looking at you with any sort of admiration whatsoever.”


    “Not admiration. Passion.”


    “Because,” she said through gritted teeth, “I passionately want to put my knee in your special place.”


    “You can play with my special place later. For now, eye contact will have to be enough.”


    She glowered.


    “Did I forget to mention the part where you smile?”


    She smiled so sweetly that he began to fear for his special place. “Like this?”


    He swallowed. “Yeah, like that. If you touch him, you make it a trifecta.”


    “So you do want my knee—”


    “Not that kind of touch,” he said. He pushed back a windblown strand of her hair and found a great deal of satisfaction in the way her eyes drifted shut when his fingertips traced her skin. He took advantage of her momentary lowering of the guard to loosen the scarf, revealing a very sexy neck—one he really shouldn’t have noticed, all things considered. And because she hadn’t yet put him on the ground, he gave in to the urge to see beyond those damned glasses. Her eyes flew wide when he removed the frames, but softened in response to his smile. “Like that.”


    “That’s actually pretty nice,” she said. “But now I’m blind. And if a random guy touched me with so much familiarity, I’d freak out.”


    “Shocking,” he said dryly. “So don’t show your neck to random guys. Show the ones who interest you.”


    She narrowed her eyes and snatched her glasses from him, but she didn’t put them back on. “Is this sarcasm?”


    “If you think you need to stay hidden from the chin down, then no.” He bit back his bemusement when her glare deepened. Then, since he was already in the proverbial doghouse, he tugged at her scarf, removing it entirely, and blissful inches of creamy skin appeared. Appreciation sluiced through him. “This is sexy—or would be if you weren’t looking at me like you wanted me dead—and it’s not the least bit pornographic. Loosen up. Literally.”


    “Ah. So I just…” She took a step closer, leaving approximately no distance between them, and looked up at him. Her fingertips brushed his arm, then tracked to his abdomen, and toyed dangerously low. She still held the glasses, and all of a sudden, his mind flashed librarian porn. His dick snapped to attention, totally on board with the vision of her putting down some big, thick book to work him free, then dropping to her knees and—


    She pinned another one of those suspiciously saccharine smiles on him. “Like this?”


    He swallowed, his throat suddenly dry. Was this the same woman who didn’t want to hold his hand because she’d look unavailable? One stiff breeze and they’d have a full-body-contact thing going on. “Yeah, like that.”


    “And then if I’m really interested…” Her gaze dropped to his lips.


    A whole new kind of awareness infiltrated the scant space between them, and he didn’t like it. He took a mental step back and tried to remember why he was there. Lessons. Yeah, that. He found his voice. “Eye contact. Remember that.” Something tugged at his pants, which were a touch misshapen in the groin. He looked down to see her dog at his feet. Sawyer wasn’t sure he’d ever moved. “Does this rodent not understand the concept of a dog park?”


    “He’s small. He’s probably intimidated by the other dogs.”


    “You don’t seem too concerned he’ll get eaten.”


    “He won’t go far. And neither will I if I don’t get out there.” She took a step back, slid on her glasses, and wiped her free hand on her jeans before taking back her scarf. The other put a dent in her cardboard coffee cup.


    He appreciated her nervousness. Not so much her determination to get out there.


    Before he could respond, a shout sliced the air between them, immediately followed by a Frisbee, then a lab that had to weigh eighty pounds or better. Sawyer caught Kelsie’s arm as they both stumbled backwards out of the dog’s path. Seconds later, the man who had shouted jogged up to them.


    “I’m so sorry,” he said, more to Kelsie than Sawyer. Taking the hint, Sawyer backed off, although he wasn’t happy about it.


    “No problem,” Kelsie said. Her voice rattled with nerves, but she seemed to recover nicely when she added, “My brother could use a good knock to the head. Too bad you missed.”


    The douche bag laughed.


    Minidick, who had apparently survived the near miss with the lab by hiding in Sawyer’s shadow, didn’t growl at the bastard. Figured.


    “You live around here?” the douche asked.


    “Just a couple of blocks away.”


    “I haven’t seen you around.”


    “We normally walk near the water,” she said. “Marmaduke and I, I mean. Not my brother. We like to watch for fish.”


    The water? Oh, hell no.


    He. Hated. Water.


    He also hated fish.


    And he was really starting to hate this guy. While his dog ran apeshit, the jerk was running his hand down her arm, way too touchy-feely for a stranger, especially when Kelsie wasn’t encouraging him. Only…she was. In response, she turned that gorgeous smile of hers on him. And all because he’d almost nailed her with a Frisbee?


    Nope.


    “Hey, Kelsie,” he called across the short distance, not entirely sure why he was so pissed. He’d probably pulled the same moves a dozen times. “Your boyfriend just texted me. Said you’re not responding to his messages.”


    She shot him the proverbial look that could kill, but he didn’t care. And now that he had her attention, he pulled the scarf out of her hand and took it upon himself to put it back around her neck, covering her exposed skin the way she’d had it back when she thought the only guy looking at her would be him.


    Her stilted attempt to visually pulverize him—presumably without scaring off the other guy—left Sawyer grinning. Until she jerked the scarf completely loose so it barely clung to her shoulders, leaving her entire neck exposed. Her neck. Which really shouldn’t have bothered him, but it did.


    He glared.


    She glared.


    The douche backed off and started looking around, probably for his dog. Or maybe for another woman.


    Mission accomplished. Unconventional, but whatever it took.


    “What did you do that for?” she asked tersely.


    Just in case she was as mad as she looked, he angled away from her and her knee. “That guy was a tool. Promise.”


    “How do you know that?”


    “Because his dog tried to swallow Minidick whole, and that asshole was too busy trying to cop a feel to stop him. Not that you noticed.”


    Her face fell to the point that he was pretty sure he was the tool. She probably didn’t see him frown—she was too busy looking for her mutt, who was parked behind Sawyer’s legs—but he saw hers. Jerk.


    “But look at the bright side,” he said. “He was definitely interested.”


    “His dog almost ate my dog.”


    Yeah, and guilt ate at Sawyer. He sighed. “Take a walk. Make eye contact. I guarantee someone else will strike up a conversation.”


    “You think?”


    “Yeah. I don’t see another woman here by herself without her face glued to her phone. You’ll be beating them off with a stick.” Which kind of pissed him off, but whatever. He definitely needed to find her a date before guilt over upsetting her gnawed him into a corner. A water-filled corner of nopes.


    Her gaze tracked left, then right, before resting on him. “Okay, you have a point. This is incredibly awkward.”


    “How do you think I feel? I’m standing entirely too close to a mini-mutt in a pink vest.”


    “It’s a harness.”


    “It’s still pink. We’re both emasculated.”


    She blinked. “You’re speaking for the dog?”


    He held out his arms for emphasis and kind of wished she’d fall into them. “We’ve finally bonded. The dog and I, that is.”


    She rolled her eyes, but her face quickly softened into a smile. “Thanks for this, Sawyer.”


    “Go.”


    Not surprisingly, she didn’t make it far before a man stopped her. Within seconds, they were both grinning like idiots. The man was wearing a business suit before eight on a Saturday morning and carried a briefcase. In a dog park. After a conversation that lasted far too long for his comfort, they parted ways. Kelsie shot a glance back at Sawyer, at which point Minidick also saw him and started snarling.


    Sawyer wasn’t the least bit intimidated, although he sort of got how the dog felt. He felt like snarling, too, and he wasn’t sure why. She could have been the hottest woman on the planet and not the least bit inclined to hide herself under baggy clothes, and even if she’d just crawled out of his bed, he still wouldn’t care who she talked to. He didn’t date, he didn’t stake claims, and he sure as hell didn’t do relationships. Just the word made him shudder. Nothing terrified him more. He’d grown up thinking he’d eventually find someone perfect for him, to have the kind of life his parents had. He’d just never met the right person. But his brother had and married his high school sweetheart. Then Ethan’s wife, Amy, died, and if that shocking loss and shattered perfection hadn’t ruined Sawyer’s opinion on happily ever afters, Ethan’s devastation had. His brother was a shell of who he’d once been, and Sawyer just wasn’t ready to trade his blissful bachelor existence for that kind of emotional devastation. He wasn’t sure he ever would be, truth be told.


    He shook it off as Kelsie approached.


    “Find a date?” he asked.


    “No, he’s married.”


    Yep, her dog definitely snarled at the wrong person. “That friendly and he admitted he was married?”


    “He works for a firm I’m contracted with. He recognized me.”


    Sawyer wasn’t convinced the guy was just being friendly, but he was more interested in Kelsie. “What do you do for a living?”


    “I’m a digital strategist.”


    Jesus. Maybe he should hook her up with his brother Crosby’s almost-fiancée’s brother, Grady. That guy never looked away his from computer screen, and according to Grady’s sister, he hadn’t had a date in ages. He was probably perfect for Kelsie, but the idea didn’t sit well. He frowned, annoyed that he even cared. “What the hell is a digital strategist?”


    She smiled brilliantly. Clearly this was a topic she was comfortable with, and to see her loosen up was a beautiful thing. “I advise companies—and sometimes people—on ways to improve their digital presence, and I help make websites more user-friendly and informative and help with social media. It’s an amazing job, but I’m either stuck at home alone or working in-house, which pretty much leaves every guy there off the table for professional reasons.”


    “So you don’t mix business with pleasure?”


    “That is correct. And,” she added warily, “for some reason, I bet you don’t share that philosophy. What do you do?”


    “My three brothers and I own an HVAC company. It’s a family business, three generations and counting. And for the record, I have yet to sleep with someone on the job, which is more than I can say for my older brother.” Crosby had totally nailed one of their clients…and on the day he met her, no less. Sawyer had been damned impressed. Of course, they were practically engaged now…


    “But after hours?”


    “Do you really want to know what I do in my free time?”


    She scowled. “I guess it’s a good thing you do plumbing in your spare time.”


    He smiled but didn’t fall into laughter. He was too much on edge. He didn’t like seeing her with other men. Maybe because she wasn’t willing to be with him. That had to be it.


    But he wasn’t ready to give her up. Not yet. He wanted his seven dates, dammit, and he wanted to hold more than her hand. Guess it had been a while since he’d enjoyed the chase.


    Inspiration struck. “You have plans tonight?”


    Her gaze narrowed with suspicion, but a smile toyed with her lips. “You tell me.”


    “Put on a dress, sweetheart. And only a dress—no scarves, no shawls, no mummy wrappings of any kind. We’re going dancing.”

  


  
    Chapter Four


    Kelsie dug out her only cliché-worthy little black dress for the evening. She felt naked, and that, along with Sawyer’s suggestion that she not cover quite so much, left her thinking he’d be pleased. Not that she cared if he was pleased, but despite his admonishment at being her own person, she definitely wanted a date. She’d worry about being her own person in two weeks. After the wedding.


    Oddly, however, he didn’t seem pleased. Instead he appeared…puzzled. When she opened the door he just stood there, surprise and uncertainty etching his face.


    “Something wrong?” she asked. She tried to sound coy, but she didn’t have an authentically coy bone in her body. Instead she sounded a little desperate, even to her own ears. And that made her want to kick him. She’d long bemoaned her ability to snag a decent guy, but she’d never doubted who she was. Not until him and his stupid neck fetish.


    “You look great,” he said. “But not like you.”


    “Is that one of your usual lines? Because if that’s how you lure women into your bed, they’re even dumber than I thought.”


    He took a step inside her apartment, uninvited. “No,” he said, all low and sexy and not the least bit apologetic. “What I meant was you look like you’re trying to be someone else.”


    Thrown by the unexpected thrill of his proximity, she took a step back. Retreating on her own turf. Nice. She swallowed. “Was that not the point of this seven-date thing? So you could turn me into something tolerable?”


    “No,” he said, a bit sharply. His face softened. “Just a more approachable version of yourself. So go get a necklace or something a little more you so these boys will know they’re getting someone unique.”


    She bristled at unique, but no, there wasn’t a trace of criticism in his tone. If anything, she sensed appreciation, and that made her smile. “Okay,” she said. “I can do that.”


    She left and returned wearing the bulkiest scarf in her collection. Even she had to admit it was over the top for fall, but the chunky, soft blue knit was her favorite, though she couldn’t imagine the size of the skein of yarn needed to knit it. It sat loosely around her neck, draping slightly over her shoulders and sitting in billowed stacks all the way up to her chin.


    Sawyer looked at her in disbelief. “What is that? An afghan?”


    “It’s a scarf,” she said sweetly.


    He did a somewhat admirable job of masking the discontent she suspected he felt. Until he spoke. “It looks like you got tangled up in your bedding and staggered out here for help.”


    If he didn’t look so alarmed she’d call him out for being a jerk. Instead, she had to fight back a smile. “You said unique.”


    Still somewhat bewildered, he said, “Well, that’s great if you’re trying to attract an Inuit, but I’m guessing the club will be largely free of Arctic-dwellers. Can you put on a necklace or something instead?”


    “Of course.” At her agreeable tone, his expression darkened. He probably wondered what she’d come out with next.


    “But not like a horse collar or anything,” he called after her.


    Ass. She didn’t reply, but she did find her clunkiest necklace—an artfully, intentionally tangled mass of metal and pearls. She fastened it and paused when she caught sight of herself in the mirror. The bold hunks of metal made a stark contrast to her smooth skin and drew her eye immediately to her cleavage. If she stepped out of her own head, she’d have to admit that it was sexy. Not what she had planned, but she liked it.


    And she couldn’t help wondering if Sawyer would, too.


    When she emerged from the bedroom this time, his eyes widened. “Nice.”


    Marmaduke stared plaintively from his spot next to Sawyer’s feet. At least he didn’t appear to be attached to Sawyer’s pant leg. “See you in a little while,” she said to the dog. “Be good.”


    Sawyer snorted. “Is that what I forgot to say when I was getting my ankle shredded?”


    She rolled her eyes and followed him into the hall. Downstairs, she was surprised when he hailed a cab outside their building. “We’re not walking?”


    He shrugged, all boyish grin and utter hotness in a crisp, white button-up shirt and dark jeans. “I have a friend who covers the door at a place in the Meatpacking District.”


    She glanced down at her attire, unsure if she was dressed well enough for Manhattan. Granted, her dress was more mainstream than most of her wardrobe, but it lacked the pedigree of a designer label. And her heels were only four inches, and she could have sworn she’d read you couldn’t get into a Manhattan club on anything less than five. “Are they going to let me in to the Meatpacking District like this?”


    His boyish grin took a devastatingly sexy turn, and her stomach shimmied inside. Just what she needed to do…actually ask him to check her out. And he did. Unapologetically. The look he shot her was lethal, in a seductive kind of way. No wonder he had women falling at his feet. Just. Not. Her.


    Her nipples, however, hadn’t gotten the memo. Under his scrutiny, they tightened painfully. Her knees turned to scrambled eggs, and her breath quickened. And suddenly it mattered very, very much what he thought.


    “You’ll be lucky if I let you in to a club dressed like that.” The words came on a possessive growl just as a cab pulled up curbside. He opened the door and allowed her to slide in first. After climbing in after her, he said, “Fortunately, we won’t have to wait outside. Those guys out there have nothing better to do than gawk.”


    After he’d given the address to the driver, she asked, “Haven’t you heard the best things are worth waiting for?”


    He visually traced the lines of her body, all the way to the tips of her toes and back again. “Yeah, you can wait. Candles and roses,” he said, clearly on some other page. He leaned close, his voice a conspiring whisper that made rivulets of fire trace her skin. “Or I can throw open the door and push you up against the wall and fuck you hard, right there, because I can’t stand another moment without being inside you.” He shrugged, oh-so-casually, like he hadn’t cranked up the temperature a hundred degrees. “Up to you.”


    She slid her gaze to the window. Where it was safe. Because the last thing she needed was to get all hot and bothered over him. He played a good game—she’d give him that—but she didn’t want to play games. And she really didn’t want to get played. Still, an electrical need made a shameless tour of her body, pooling low in her belly. Her chances of eradicating it were pegged at zero, so she settled for smoothing her skirt. The above-the-knee length felt a little scandalous now that he had her picturing herself up against a wall, but it was too late to change anything now.


    Too late to back out, for sure.


    She glanced at Sawyer. He met her gaze immediately, the connection impossibly physical. She swallowed. Hard.


    “I’m surprised you dance,” she said as they crossed the Manhattan Bridge. Low clouds reflected the city lights, leaving a bright haze over the mirror-bright surface of the water.


    He stared steadfastly ahead, not glancing once at the glittering view of the city reflecting far below. “Why is that?” he asked.


    “Too much foreplay, maybe?”


    He laughed. “I never thought of it that way, but you’re right that I don’t waste much time on foreplay. I just make sure the actual act counts.”


    She didn’t ask what he meant—elaboration on this topic would prove dangerous—and the rest of the ride passed in silence. When they arrived at the club, Sawyer paid the driver and helped her out of the car. They bypassed a long line full of beautiful people, no questions asked. She felt like a celebrity. And kind of like a jerk.


    Inside, in the near dark, music blasted, the beat vibrating deep in her chest. Conversation would be impossible, which might be a good thing if not for one simple fact: she had no doubt Sawyer was fluent in the kind of communication that didn’t require words.


    And that was dangerous.


    He took her hand and led her straight to the bar, dropping a couple of bro nods along the way. Clearly, as promised, he knew the place. He helped her onto a tall bar chair, then sat next to her. “What do you drink?” he asked. Or, rather, mouthed against her ear. His lips made actual contact, driving deep in her the need to find a date with pretty much anyone else and end this thing with Sawyer.


    Drinking took a close second.


    “Something fruity,” she half yelled.


    “Jack and Coke for me and something fruity for the lady,” Sawyer said to the bartender.


    She barely heard over the thump of the music. Neon lights skirted the small dance floor, which was absolutely teeming with people. The drink appeared, and she took a small sip. It was delicious. She immediately felt the warmth of the liquor but didn’t taste the alcohol. She looked at Sawyer, intending to thank him, but he had his head turned, literally, to a redhead on the other side. The woman’s boobs lying on the bar were probably some kind of health violation, and if her skirt got any shorter, she’d need a hairnet to work in a cafeteria. Her bright red pout and matching Crayola-red dress were vibrant, but they made her hair look like a washed-out dye job. Naturally, Sawyer didn’t seem to mind.


    What. Ever.


    The woman quickly left, and Sawyer turned to Kelsie, probably to find her glaring. And she wasn’t sure why. It wasn’t like she wanted Sawyer. She was using him, for heaven’s sake, and she’d yet to determine what exactly was in their deal for him. Because he was so not having sex.


    She put her hand on his arm, and immediately he leaned close. Clearly the touching thing worked. Problem was, it was working on the wrong man, and she liked it a little too much. “How am I supposed to meet someone,” she said in his ear, “when I can’t hear to have a conversation?”


    He looped an arm around her shoulders and pulled her tight. “Body language,” he murmured. “Finish your drink.”


    “Right now?”


    He tipped his glass, then emptied it in one long swallow. When he was done, he set it down and waved off another. Then he pulled her in again. “You can’t leave it on the bar, so yes.”


    She studied him, but had zero luck reading his expression. “If you want to go…with someone else, you don’t have to babysit me.”


    “Sweetheart, if what I’m about to do feels like babysitting, then I’m doing it wrong.” Or at least that was what she thought he said. The music was ridiculously loud, but she was starting to like the visceral beat. Besides, it gave her an out if some creep started hitting on her. She’d just pretend she couldn’t hear him.


    Easy.


    Easier than pretending she didn’t think Sawyer was the best-looking guy in the room. Or trying to reconcile the fact that, agreement or not, he was there with her.


    He watched her, his gaze resting lazily on her with a confidence that made her want to melt into the floor. He looked as if he wanted to eat her alive, and not for the first time, she wondered how she’d ever come down from this. Granted, she knew he was playing a game. She just couldn’t imagine that feral look in the eye of a man who had marriage and a 401k on his mind. Nope, that look was all about straight-up sex.


    Wild, filthy, backed-up-against-the-wall sex. The kind he’d promised in the cab. But that promise wasn’t for her, and if the first thirty minutes of this date had taught her anything, it was that she’d do well to remember that.


    She finished her drink, wholly self-conscious because that confidence of his had her on edge. As soon as her shoes hit the floor, he had her hand. He led her to a somewhat quieter corner and pulled her into his arms. Full-body contact. God, it was delicious and warm, and he smelled heavenly. Like soap and clean sheets. And if there was anyone who ever needed to smell like something other than fresh linen, it was him. Automatically, she loosely draped her arms around his neck. Worst case, she could smack him in the back of his head with her wristlet. Her phone was in there… That could pack a punch.


    “Lesson number one,” he said, and she realized they were already swaying. Dancing slow to an upbeat song…reason number one to melt.


    “I thought we did the first three lessons this morning,” she said.


    “Dance lesson number one, then,” he said. “Don’t twerk.”


    Her jaw loosened. “You seriously think you need to tell me that? Me, who has to be taught how to move at all?”


    He pressed his lips against her ear. “I don’t think you need to be taught a damned thing.”


    She rolled her eyes. “Right. I’m just playing dumb, so you’ll keep touching me like this.”


    Amusement touched his lips. “Back to twerking.”


    “No twerking.”


    “Yeah, I might have mentioned that. Forget all the wild stuff, and don’t be self-conscious about it.” He slid a hand down her back, evoking chills. “There is nothing sexier than bedroom moves on the dance floor.”


    “I’m sorry?”


    “Slow and sensual. Touch yourself.”


    She gaped at him. “I’m sorry?”


    He spun her around so her back was to him and flattened his palms on her stomach, then slid them against the satiny fabric of her dress until his fingertips were dangerously close to the apex of her thighs.


    Her breath caught and held. Eventually he’d have to move them and…oh God. He traced her hip, then lower, then dragged that slow, sensual touch—along with her hemline—to her waist. She watched, breathless, as he released the silky fabric and the exposed expanse of thigh disappeared.


    “Now you try,” he murmured into her ear.


    “You want me to do that?” God, she’d never catch her breath again.


    “Bonus points if you grind your ass against me while you do.”


    She glanced back at him, startled. But never more so than when her face actually touched his from where he’d been bent over her shoulder, whispering instructions. They were two inches from kissing, she a half second from a meltdown.


    And it terrified her.


    She jerked her attention back to the writhing mass of bodies on the dance floor, immediately zeroing in on a painfully familiar face. The guy from the dog park—the one who thought Sawyer was her brother—stared at them with a mixture of shock and disbelief. And while some part of her wanted to shake off Sawyer’s sensual grip and explain, a bigger part of her didn’t want to leave his embrace. Because being this close to Sawyer broke every rule in her book, but the reality of that did nothing to dispel the need churning inside her. He hadn’t relented on touching her, and the only thing between them other than their clothing was enough sexual tension to sink a ship.


    “You’ve got a wedding to attend, sweetheart.” His voice was husky. Sexual. “You might want to play ball.”


    No, she wanted to play ball because if she didn’t get away from him and his lessons, she’d be screwed without ever hitting a mattress. She took a deep breath.


    Dog Park Guy gawked.


    She didn’t care.


    “Let me give you a hand,” Sawyer said, jerking her back to reality.


    Just what she needed. She half hoped he’d start clapping, but no such luck. Instead that big, work-roughened hand of his closed over hers and ever so fucking slowly moved across her abdomen. Her entire body was plastered to his, and the quiet tempo they kept against the much faster beat of the music made her ovaries quake. She’d probably never been so turned on in her life, and that was before their joined hands crept lower.


    It was because she and Sawyer were so wrong for each other. Had to be.


    “Close your eyes,” he murmured. “Feel it.”


    She felt it all right. But she closed her eyes anyway, and despite knowing she was in forbidden territory, she relaxed against him, dropping her head back against his shoulder and letting him take over. His fingertips, laced with hers, dragged a dangerous path from her thigh to her center, and a rush of cool air left her wondering if she’d just exposed herself.


    She opened her lids and found herself locked in eye contact with a man several feet away—a man who wasn’t under the impression her brother had his hands on her. A dozen people passed between them, but New Guy never looked away. Jitters made her smile. Like an idiot.


    The man smiled back.


    The song ended, though she wasn’t sure why that mattered since they hadn’t been anywhere close to its rhythm, and Sawyer released her.


    Just like that. No reluctance, no shaking limbs. How was that possible when she was such a mess?


    She turned, dazed, to find him standing there, cocky and unaffected.


    “I guarantee if you go out there and do that, you’ll have your choice of men.” He sounded like he was wrapping up a documentary. God, he really was a jerk, and now she felt like a fool.


    She forced back her irritation. “What if no one asks me to dance?” As she spoke, she watched him watch a woman walk by.


    For a minute, she didn’t think he’d heard her, but after the woman had disappeared into the crowd, he eased his attention back Kelsie’s way. “Confidence, babe. What do you care? You do you, and they’ll be standing in line.”


    “So all that, and you’re sending me out on my own?”


    His eyes touched a shade darker, but he shrugged. “That’s what you’re here for, right?”


    “Yeah.” To get played. He hadn’t even been trying to seduce her. He wasn’t supposed to try, but all that stuff he’d done to her had her melting, and he was utterly unaffected. And then he’d told her to go.


    She spun away from him, brushing off the sting. Until he touched her arm.


    Whatever look she gave him when she turned propelled him a step back.


    “What?” she demanded. Probably a bit too harshly, but she was hurt and mad at herself for feeling that way.


    His gaze darkened. Hardened. “Don’t accept a drink from anyone but the bartender,” he said. “And don’t let it out of your sight.”


    “Is that all?” Some part of her wanted him to drag her back into his arms. Bad idea, but it wouldn’t be the first. The first had been thinking she could get through seven dates with this man and not be attracted to him. But that had been more than a bad idea… It had been an outright lie. She’d been attracted to him from the moment he’d stood dripping wet in her kitchen, a knight in soaked blue jeans.


    Or maybe just an opportunist.


    “Yeah,” he said. “That’s it.”


    “Good,” she said.


    And left.


    …


    Sawyer stood in the shadows where Kelsie left him, not the least bit surprised when that jackass who’d been watching her dance was the first to approach her. Apparently, her giant birth-control glasses weren’t the deterrent Sawyer had thought they might be. The man glanced at Sawyer as he spoke.


    She didn’t.


    Sawyer caught the bartender’s eye and gestured for another one. One more glance at Kelsie gave him an eyeful of that guy’s hand resting on her waist. Sawyer wondered if she liked it. If she trembled for that guy, or if the asshat would press his cheek against her just for the chance to breathe in her scent. Sawyer thought about his drink. He should have asked for a double, but as thirsty as he was, he’d find his way to distraction fast enough. No doubt.


    By the time he cut through the crowd at the bar, his drink was waiting for him. “That your girl?” Harry, the bartender, asked. He sounded skeptical, and for good reason. He’d known Sawyer for months.


    “No one ever is,” Sawyer said. He threw back the drink, trying—and failing—to chase the bitterness from his throat.


    “That’s what I thought, at least until I saw the two of you over there.”


    “She’s nothing,” Sawyer said. He smacked the empty glass on the bar a bit harder than he intended. “Double,” he said. “And why the fuck are you down here talking to me? You have a hundred people waiting for drinks.”


    “They don’t tip as well as you,” he said. “And I’m not the only one serving up drinks, but I am the one who’s known you the longest.”


    “What’s that got to do with anything?”


    Harry grabbed the whiskey and poured a double shot before topping it off with Coke. “Those of us on this side of the bar figured I’d be the one to get the fact that you’re actually seeing someone out of you.”


    Sawyer scowled. “Yeah, well, I’m not.”


    Harry’s brow lifted. “The way you’re watching her with that other guy suggests otherwise.”


    “Half the men in here are watching her.”


    “Can you blame them? That woman is a work of art.”


    Sawyer tore his attention from Kelsie to glare at the bartender, who started laughing before wisely moving down the line, leaving Sawyer alone with his drink and his thoughts. And a damned good view of a woman who looked nothing like her usual mummified self. Her little black number wasn’t a standout in a crowd that was packed with a hundred variations of short and sparkly, but it didn’t matter. Kelsie, inexplicably, was a beacon. Despite the lack of caked-on makeup, she should have blended in with the crowd, but instead she beckoned him without even trying. And maybe that was it. Normally when a woman caught his eye, it was a blatant invitation. Kelsie, with her fresh face and increasingly exuberant smile, was a knockout—one who didn’t seem too damned interested in him. And he hated how hard that sucked.


    Screw that.


    The redhead who’d approached him earlier caught his eye. She was dancing with some other woman, both too drunk to do anything but bounce off of each other and anyone who happened to be nearby. She winked.


    He looked away.


    Unfortunately, right back to Kelsie. He didn’t even see the man she was with. Just the long expanse of leg that stretched between the hem of her dress and those damned shoes. He wasn’t sure he’d ever noticed a woman’s shoes before, but he wanted to take those off her feet with his teeth. Or maybe leave them on while he drove into her, her legs slung over his shoulders while she fisted sheets and screamed his name. Of course, the way she moved, she’d probably blow his mind with something slow and sexy. He could already see that long, lithe body stretched out on his bed, curving against his, crisp sheets twisted, kisses not coming fast enough.


    Jesus Christ.


    Sawyer probably looked like some kind of stalker glaring from the shadows, but he couldn’t take his eyes off her. Her every sway was a seduction. She moved like an angel—or the devil incarnate—and he wasn’t the only one noticing those slow, sexy undulations. One guy cut in, then another. The way she maneuvered out there on that floor made him achy and feverish, and that had to be the alcohol. He couldn’t believe the motions were foreign to her. Three whole songs passed, and she never even looked his way. Then her dance partner pointed toward the bar, and as she looked up, her gaze tripped over Sawyer’s.


    Though every predatory, possessive jackass cell in his body demanded otherwise, he didn’t flinch.


    She hesitated, but only until the guy tugged on her hand. At first, Sawyer thought he was taking her to the bar, but the guy nodded to someone and led her toward the back. Sawyer momentarily lost sight of them. Then he saw Kelsie ducking into a doorway. Alone.


    The ladies’ room.


    Sawyer took a deep breath, too goddamned aware of how he’d felt when he thought she was about to get screwed sideways in the supply room. He stood there, his limbs threaded with tension, ready to wipe some guy off the planet, and all because he’d shown Kelsie the way to the restroom.


    He needed a fucking grip.


    Kelsie emerged a moment later, saw him, and froze.


    Yeah, like that would last. The last guy hadn’t dragged her to the back room, but that didn’t mean the next one wouldn’t. This time he didn’t hesitate, and he didn’t care how he looked. He just closed the distance between them and took her hand.


    “Come with me,” he said. “Now.”

  


  
    Chapter Five


    Outside, a light rain had begun to fall. After the heat of the club, the cool air stole Kelsie’s breath, but not nearly as effectively as Sawyer did. She’d remained largely indifferent to the guys with whom she’d danced. It wasn’t that she hadn’t had a great time—she had—but not one of them compared to Sawyer. All the brazen flirting had nothing on Sawyer’s subtle seduction, the stroke of his palms and curling of his fingers dragging her to the edge of insanity. Maybe that saying about wanting what you couldn’t have was true.


    But she could have Sawyer. At least for one night. She just didn’t want to be another proverbial notch on his bedpost—or the humiliation of being dumped and awkwardly bumping into him in the building halls, which would come afterwards. He could stand there all night making her tremble under that fierce, possessive gaze, and that wouldn’t change. And however sexy that brooding, pissed-off stance of his was, she wouldn’t let it kill her mood. He was into the chase—he wasn’t at all into her.


    “I thought you could use some air,” he said. The words were terse. Gritty.


    “There’s air inside,” she said. The rain had her glasses sliding down her nose. She pushed them back, frustrated.


    “And men?”


    The loaded, pointed question irritated her. “Isn’t that the point of what we’re doing here?”


    “Yeah,” he said. Bitterly.


    His irritation confused her. “Was I doing something wrong?”


    “You really don’t know, do you?”


    “What?”


    “How beautiful you are. Every man in there wanted you.”


    Oh. Another line. But was he…jealous? “And for that you need air?”


    He didn’t say anything. Just gave her that hard stare. Then he said, “I don’t want anyone to take advantage of you.”


    She crossed her arms. Raindrops fell and staggered lazily to the valley that formed between her breasts. “So in other words, you’re worried someone will treat me, I don’t know, the way you would? Given half the chance, I mean.”


    “Believe me,” he said darkly, “I got the message about that yesterday.”


    The tinge of hurt in his voice caught her off guard. “I should thank you—”


    “You’re so goddamned beautiful,” he said. He stood there in the spitting mist, like he didn’t notice the rain, staring at her like she represented some mystery he didn’t understand. “I’ve never seen anything like it.”


    And then she realized something. “That’s not one of your lines, is it? You really believe I’m beautiful?”


    She waited for a smile. A laugh. Anything to break the moment into manageable pieces, but instead it loomed, scary big. And she wasn’t sure why. Not until she realized he was going to kiss her.


    And that she wanted him to.


    The light staccato of rain hitting the pavement didn’t come close to drowning the beat of her heart. She watched him close the distance and convinced herself the tremble that overtook her was the cold. Definitely not him. Not with the warmth of the fingers that threaded through her wet hair, capturing her breath. He paused there, his head slanted inches from hers, giving her every chance in the world to stop him. But she didn’t. She couldn’t. Instead, her brown eyes fluttered closed under the heat of his green ones, and it was all the invitation he needed. His lips touched hers, a soft brush that left her shaky and needy. Wanting more. And he gave it. He slanted his head, and on the heels of her gasp he deepened the kiss. Slowly, passionately, he tasted her. No games. No teasing. Just an all-consuming desire that had her melting into him, electricity coursing through her like lightning while she stood, drenched, in a damned puddle.


    Dangerous was an understatement.


    The last shred of restraint she harbored thinned and snapped, and she gave in. Gave fully. Couldn’t breathe from her want of him.


    Knew. Better.


    When the kiss broke, she was left breathless. Bewildered. And it wasn’t just her. The look on his face suggested he’d been hit by the same truck.


    “This isn’t a good idea,” she managed. “We were drinking.” Rain fogged her glasses, but something else fogged her head. Something that had absolutely nothing to do with the alcohol she no longer felt and everything to do with the kiss she still did. Touching her fingertips to her lips didn’t erase the mark he’d left on her, and she had a feeling that no amount of standing in the rain would remedy that. She swallowed hard under his silent, lingering scrutiny and fought an ache that shouldn’t be anywhere near their corner of the rain-soaked world. “We just shouldn’t.”


    “Yeah,” he said, his voice impassive.


    Clearly they were on the same page.


    So why did she suddenly feel so alone?


    …


    The rain had significantly thinned the foot traffic on the sidewalk, lending to the surreal and odd romanticism of a lightly traveled New York side street. The cool water hitting the warm pavement gave birth to a mist that clouded the reflection of city lights, but nothing could dim the effect Kelsie had on Sawyer.


    Nothing.


    With the first taste of her lips, the contact light and teasing, he’d expected her to tense or remind him for the umpteenth time that they had a hands-off deal. But instead of the brush-off, he’d tasted her whimper. Felt her hesitance roll away like so many raindrops finding a course against her heated skin, and then her. Kelsie Reed, falling into him. Clutching at his nape, her back convex with the effort to get closer.


    Wrecking him.


    Like just a kiss could possibly matter.


    It was a precursor…to nothing.


    He didn’t just kiss for hours on end. He barely kissed on the mouth during sex. It was too intimate. Too much of a promise he refused to make. It never bothered him before. Had never been anything he wanted—always a means to an end. Only a means to an end. But standing there on that damned street with her, he wanted to kiss her while the rain poured and washed away the last of his resistance.


    Only he needed it now more than ever.


    She was still looking at him, eyes shining intensely from behind rain-streaked lenses. He wondered what she saw…if she still wanted him out of her life.


    He hoped like hell not.


    “I’m sorry,” he said. “I shouldn’t have done that.” And he meant the words, no matter how empty they made him feel.


    She swallowed. “It’s okay. I’m not throwing myself into your bed, so of course your drunk self is up for the challenge.”


    He took her hand and tried like hell not to notice, for the second time in as many days, the points of her nipples straining against the clingy fabric of a soaked dress. No granny bra this time around. “Can I buy you a cup of coffee?” he asked. “Or would you rather go back inside? It didn’t look to me like you were having any trouble finding prospects. One of them might be your guy, and I promise this time to keep my hands to myself.” As long as no one touches you. Yeah, whatever.


    She held out her free hand, and rain splattered off the little purse thingy she held. “Are you kidding me? I’m drenched.”


    He’d just bet she was. But that wasn’t his problem. What was his problem was how one stupid kiss had been better than sex. But he had a feeling that was an avenue left better unexplored. “Coffee it is.”


    He flagged down a cab, and they tumbled inside, wet, laughing, and headed straight for hell. Time for a detour. A big one.


    “Can you take Monday off?”


    Her eyes narrowed but didn’t dim her smile. “I’m working remotely for now, so sure.”


    “Good.”


    There, that was better. That gave him a whole day to gain some distance and get back his equilibrium, and if that didn’t work, at least there was a bright side.


    Come Monday morning, at least he wouldn’t be the only one climbing the walls.

  


  
    Chapter Six


    So much for equilibrium.


    Kelsie took Sawyer’s fucking breath away.


    His tongue had been dragging the floor since she’d opened her door to him bright and early Monday morning, her body smokin’ and tight in a pair of stretchy pants that hugged every curve. He caught the barest glimpse of her tank top as she yanked on a stupidly oversized tee that hung past her hips. “You’re early,” she said.


    He stared, exceptionally grateful she hadn’t put on the shirt before opening the door.


    “What?” she’d asked. “Is this okay? You told me to dress for a workout.” Her eyes narrowed. “Was I supposed to be naked or something? Is that what you meant by workout?”


    If only he’d thought of that. Hell, if only he’d thought about anything else. Despite her fully logical interpretation of his request, he’d wholly expected her to be back to buried-under-fabric status. Not…whatever this was. “No. It’s just a good thing I don’t have to wear tights like that.”


    “They’re not tights. They’re compression pants. They’re great for working out. You should try them sometime.”


    He wasn’t sure if he was looking at her with lust or disbelief, but regardless, there was one thing that remained true. “There’s only one way my dick is getting into those pants, and it won’t be because I’m wearing them.”


    “Noted,” she said. But instead of the Friday-night glare or the Saturday-night uncertainty, he got a Monday-morning smile. A little curious and a whole lot cautious, but definitely warming to him. And damn, she looked good. He couldn’t get that glimpse of her body out of his mind. He’d just taken a solid breath when she threw a scarf into the mix.


    Catching his expression, she grinned and loosened the wrap just a little. Great. Of all the times for her to give him an inch—literally—it had to be right then, when she’d already driven him to distraction.


    He’d skipped the coffee this morning, opting instead for ice water. Much better for a workout, and in a pinch, he could pour it down the front of his track pants. He was still on that plan twenty minutes later when the bus dropped them off in front of the rock climbing gym. It was his favorite place to blow off steam, and in fact, he frequented it so often they’d jokingly given him a T-shirt and a name tag.


    Kelsie stared at the front door, amusement slanting her lips. “So tell me again how this is going to get me noticed?”


    He snorted. “Trust me, if you take off that shirt, there’s no way anyone is going to miss that ass in those pants.”


    She rolled her eyes. “You’re just charming, you know that?”


    He grinned. “Hey, you wanted to know how to attract a man.”


    “A decent one,” she shot back. “Preferably one with a job. Which is probably not going to be a guy hanging out at a rock gym on a Monday morning.”


    “Yet you and I will be there,” he pointed out. “Both gainfully employed.”


    Her lips settled into a firm line.


    He thought better of laughing. “Look, this place is a zoo on weekends. You’d stand out in any crowd, but I do want you to enjoy yourself. Fighting someone else’s sweaty ass or dirty foot for space on the wall isn’t exactly fun, and it’ll be harder to get noticed in the weekend crush. This way, every guy in the room will be checking you out.”


    She sighed. “Okay, that’s a good point. Does it matter that I’ve never in my life touched a rock wall?”


    “Not at all. We’ll hook you up with an instructor.”


    To that, she glanced at him and raised a brow. “Hook me up, huh?”


    “For a lesson.” Realizing they were in the throes of lessons themselves, he elaborated. “A rock climbing lesson. But you’re going to have to take off that baggy shirt. It’ll get caught on the crags. Not safe. Same with the scarf.”


    “Not happening,” she said. Probably just to piss him off, because she couldn’t actually think she could climb wearing that stuff.


    Two things happened when Sawyer followed Kelsie through the door he held open for her. First, he was approached by the blond, blue-eyed, breast-implanted twins with whom he’d flirted a half dozen times. His every conversation with them had involved a threesome joke, and while he’d yet to sleep with either one—both had boyfriends—he doubted Kelsie would believe that. Her expression left little doubt about what she thought of his sudden fan club, and by the time Sawyer shook them off, thing number two had happened.


    Brock Edelson.


    Decent friend if you were a guy, but under all those muscles and that spray tan, he was a complete ass when it came to women. Whereas Sawyer was upfront with his pursuits that he was only down for a one-night rodeo, Brock pulled the candlelight and wine and forever bullshit, only to stop calling after sex happened.


    And that was not going to happen to Kelsie.


    Sawyer left the twins behind him—but fuck, did one of them just bring up a threesome?—and barged into the quiet exchange between Kelsie and Brock. The one during which Kelsie had removed her scarf and her tee, and she was nowhere near the damned rock wall. She glared when Sawyer slid his arm around her waist.


    He glared right back.


    Brock’s Neanderthal brow lifted, but he didn’t say a thing.


    “I guess you two have met,” Sawyer said. Even he noticed the warning tone in his voice. Kelsie would probably shred him for interrupting her moment with the dumb-as-bricks bodybuilder, but he could handle that a lot better than he could knowing she was going out with Brock, even if it was only to some froufrou wedding. But he also knew Brock would never let it get that far. He’d come up with a reason to nail her way before two weeks was up, and she’d never hear from him again.


    Not. Happening.


    “Yes, we have met,” Brock said. “I understand Kelsie is in need of some lessons?”


    “I brought her here for a little action,” Sawyer said tersely, “but the lessons are taken care of.”


    Kelsie looked pointedly at Brock’s employee name tag and then presumably Sawyer’s lack thereof. He could have kicked himself for forgetting Brock would be there, as he was all weekdays, but Kelsie had him twisting in the wind. Regardless of his mistake, there was no way he was letting that man touch her.


    “Really?” Brock asked. He flipped idly through the legal pad on the counter where the personal training appointments were listed, but never even glanced in the direction of the pages. “Who’s she training with? Because I don’t see her on the list.”


    She could have been on it in neon flashing lights, and he wouldn’t have seen her name. He hadn’t looked. His eyes were glued to her. “Me,” Sawyer said. “I’m going to spot her.”


    “You don’t work here.”


    “Take it up with the owner.” Sawyer had him there, and they both knew it. Sawyer was more than qualified to train Kelsie, and the owner was a friend of his. Which left one problem. Instead of watching Kelsie’s amazing ass wriggle across those rocks at a somewhat safe distance, he’d be right there with her.


    Definitely not safe. Definitely not the plan.


    Once they were out of Brock’s earshot, Kelsie glared at Sawyer. “What was that about? He seemed like a perfectly nice guy.”


    “He’s a womanizer.”


    She gave him a look so pointed he felt the ache between his eyes. Skeptically, she asked, “And you are…?”


    “Not willing to lie to a woman to get her into bed.”


    “Oh.”


    “Good to see you came around to my way of thinking on the baggy garments, though.”


    She graced him with a guarded scowl, so he changed the subject. “When you start to kick ass at this,” he said of the rock climbing, “you’re going to need the harness and all the other gear, but for now, you can get a feel for it by what’s called bouldering. You’ll stay fairly close to the ground with a crash pad to keep the ground from hurting. Warm-ups first.” He led her through the basics. He drank in the distance, knowing it was in short supply. Soon, he’d be so close to her and so turned on by that proximity that he’d need a junk cup to keep himself safe from the crags on the wall.


    “I hate to admit it,” she said, “but this looks like fun.”


    “I hope it will be, but I’ve got to warn you. Even though you’re clearly in bangin’ shape, tomorrow you’re probably going to feel like you’ve been hit by a truck.”


    “Well, that is sexy,” she muttered.


    She had no damned idea.


    He took her to a beginner’s section. Already, she drew the attention of a number of men, but she didn’t appear to notice, and he wasn’t in any hurry to point it out. Despite Sawyer’s assurances that she’d meet someone this way, he hoped they’d stay away from her.


    “This couldn’t be easier,” he said. “In theory. Most newbies want to look up as they climb, but it’s kind of hard to figure out where to put your feet when you do that, so keep an eye down. It’s not crowded today, but in general, you want to respect other people’s space and be aware someone could come crashing down from above at any moment.”


    Her eyes widened. “That’s comforting.”


    “There are ropes to prevent crashes from higher up, but you still don’t want to be right under anyone else, and keep in mind that goes for their immediate surroundings as well. There’s some lateral movement required to work your way up.”


    “And how far up, exactly, are we talking?”


    “As far as you’re comfortable, but a foot off the ground will give you the same workout as twenty. You can get a good feel for it with lateral moves and no worries of plummeting to your death. But even if you plummet, I’ll be here.”


    Her mouth tilted into a wry grin. “I’ll keep that in mind. In case I plummet.”


    “You’ll be fine. Go up a couple of feet and work your way sideways. I’ll be right behind you.” And if it got to be too much, he could take six steps back, and a half dozen men would be there to spot her. No question.


    Three minutes later, with her ass at eye level, he entertained some serious regrets over his suggestion that she hang out two feet above the ground. He couldn’t do his job as a spotter and not watch her, but he couldn’t get the slurry of pornographic images out of his head. Her legs, all long and lean and tight, belonged across his back. Those well-defined, utterly feminine arm muscles would be perfect for dragging him close and holding on while he drove into her.


    Threesome, hell. He needed to get a grip.


    He noticed her foot waving without purchase, so he guided it to a crag. “Don’t forget to look down,” he said, letting his hands linger much longer than necessary on her calf. When he realized it, he asked, “You got it?”


    “Yes. This is harder than it looks.” But she was smiling. Gorgeous. She’d pulled her hair back into a ponytail, and all he could think about was letting those strands loose to fall on his pillow. Try as he fucking might, he couldn’t see another woman in his bed. Every face was hers.


    Which would only last until he’d finally had her. He didn’t do relationships. He’d long ago made a habit of not analyzing why—too much internal drama to stomach on a regular basis. It was just something he knew about himself, like he knew he had green eyes and seven percent body fat.


    Looking up, he caught sight of a friend. One he trusted…probably even enough to be her date for the thing. Before he could talk himself out of it, he waved the guy over. “Hey, man. Do me a favor and spot her for a minute.”


    “Sure thing.”


    The last thing Sawyer saw was the bewildered look on Kelsie’s face as he made tracks away from her. He wanted air, but he didn’t want to completely bail, especially not with Brock likely circling for the kill. Sawyer had probably put a big ol’ target on Kelsie’s back by acting territorial. He imagined the only thing Brock would like better than getting her into his bed was doing it knowing Sawyer had staked a claim.


    And for what? Now he genuinely liked her, so he probably couldn’t have sex with her even if she actually did beg. Not when he knew she wanted more than he’d ever have to give.


    Not when he had no idea what it would do to him. He was in uncharted territory.


    Drowning.


    Avoiding.


    He hit the men’s room and threw water on his face, then stared at himself in the mirror, wondering what kind of person he’d become. Or maybe it wasn’t him. Maybe he just wasn’t used to being around a woman who wanted something more than a night. Had to be it.


    Back in the hallway, he headed in the direction opposite the open gym. There was a training room in the back, but he opted for the employee lounge, knowing it would probably be empty this time of day. He dropped onto the leather sofa, cracked open a water bottle, and stared mindlessly at some outdoor adventure channel while he calculated how long he should wait before going back out there to Kelsie.


    He didn’t have to calculate long, because the door flew open. It was her.


    “Employees only,” he said. How the hell had she found him in there? Clearly his buddy had told her. That was the problem with a decent guy… They were usually too decent.


    Her eyes flashed with irritation. More than that. She was pissed. “What the hell was that? Why did you leave me out there?”


    “To meet men,” Sawyer said, feigning nonchalance and fighting his own irritation. His reasons may have been a bit skewed, but ultimately he’d given her what she wanted. So what was her problem? “He was nice, right?”


    “Yeah, he was nice.” It sounded like sarcasm, but it couldn’t have been. The guy really was nice. He probably owned a basketful of kittens. At minimum, he’d be able to remember her damned dog’s name. He’d probably even choke down her food. He was just straight-up fucking nice. Just like she wanted.


    Nothing like Sawyer.


    “You here to thank me?” he asked.


    She crossed her arms. “What exactly do you have against forming any kind of non-sexual connection with another human being?”


    “Mostly conversations like these,” he said dryly.


    Unrelenting, she asked, “What is that supposed to mean?”


    He blew out a frustrated breath. “I’m doing what you wanted, okay? I saw that guy, and I know he’s decent. I know you’re looking to meet a decent guy—one who can look at your ass and not want to tear off your clothes right there on the dirty fucking sidewalk.”


    She frowned. “That’s pretty much what every woman wants. To be wanted, I mean. But most of us want to be wanted exclusively and not just until the next woman passes by.”


    “Yeah, and we’ve already established that’s not me.” But the words felt like a lie, because he couldn’t imagine wanting anyone but her. Probably because he hadn’t had her. The notion made him feel better. That had to be it.


    “I thought you were spotting me,” she said softly.


    He looked from the television and took in every gorgeous inch of her. “I was.”


    “If you want out of our deal—”


    He stood and pushed the door shut. No need for the whole place to hear this. “Dammit, Kelsie, I don’t want out of our deal.”


    Her brow furrowed. “Then why did you leave me?”


    “Because this is about you meeting someone else, and that’s not going to happen with me staring at your ass.”


    “Has that been my problem all these months?” Her arms flailed, and he had a flashback to the night they met. “The reason I haven’t been able to meet anyone? Not so much my shit cooking or my territorial dog, but you staring at my ass?”


    “You know what I mean.”


    “No, I don’t.”


    God, this woman. She couldn’t let it drop, and yet she didn’t understand why he didn’t want a full-time commitment to listening to this kind of crap? “You want to know what I don’t understand?” he asked. “I don’t understand why you care. You tell me not to touch you, then you give me hell when I try to get some distance. What exactly do you want here, Kelsie?”


    A long moment passed without either of them breathing a word. Fine. He put his hand on the doorknob, only to hear her soft voice behind him.


    “You were trying to get away from me?”


    “Yeah,” he said without looking.


    “Why?” She sounded so damned small. And hurt. And she had no right to that because these were her rules, and he was doing his damnedest not to break every one of them, but his thumb flicked the lock anyway. He stared at the knob for the longest time, because he knew that would be his undoing. The sight of her, gorgeous. Wounded. Skin glowing from her workout. Eyes dark because he’d hurt her. He could already see her, and it was too much.


    Something touched his arm. Her hand.


    He turned. Slowly. All the measured control in the world, but it wasn’t enough. Genuine questions darkened her eyes, and he had but one answer. “Because I can’t stop wanting this.”


    He closed his mouth on hers, foregoing the polite nudge for permission in favor of a devastating kiss. All of that sweet, polite shit from the couple days prior was obliterated by an urgency that demanded he possess her, and she responded like she’d been waiting for it. Wanting it.


    In a blink, he had her hoisted against the wall, her legs wrapped around him, her breasts pressed tight against his chest. He held her ass and ground against her while she whimpered his name and clutched his hair. The wall got old fast… He wanted his hands free to touch every piece of her, so he moved her, with extraordinarily bad intent, to the sofa and went down after her. In that moment—the last moment before he kissed her again—he hesitated. He wanted everything, but it started with her permission.


    She immediately dragged him against her mouth, then it was she who tasted him. He caught up quickly, but he couldn’t get close enough. He worked his hand up her shirt, landing on a sports bra. He settled for cupping her breast while she moaned and wiggled and deepened the kiss. Before he had any idea what happened, she was tearing at the elastic of his track pants and with surprising dexterity had her hand wrapped around his shaft.


    He froze.


    “What’s wrong?” she asked.


    “If you move any part of your hand even a tenth of a centimeter, there’s a good chance I’ll shoot you in the eye.”


    “In the eye?” She was bewildered, comically so, and still the spell didn’t break.


    “I’m not kidding.” And he didn’t have a condom, which was probably a good thing. If he ever got the chance to have sex with her, he didn’t want it to be in the employee break room of the fucking rock gym. But if she begged, he’d be toast. He’d also be in the men’s room praying that ancient condom dispenser worked.


    Fortunately, she didn’t beg. And she didn’t listen. Instead, she ran those smooth, silky hands along his length until his arms shook and he completely lost the ability to hold himself upright.


    “Ladies first,” he said through gritted teeth. He never finished first. Not ever.


    “Not happening here,” she said sweetly. But she didn’t say it wouldn’t happen at all. That was something.


    Her hands were something else. Stroking and teasing, driving the last of his tattered resolve to oblivion. Wherever that was. No wonder he couldn’t—


    “Watch your eyes,” he muttered in warning as the release that had threatened came crashing through, scattering what was left of his brain cells. He prayed his elbows would hold him. And—thank God now for those damned glasses—that he hadn’t shot her in the face.


    And cursed the fact that she hadn’t gone there with him.


    A couple of lifetimes passed before he found his voice. “That wasn’t supposed to happen. You were supposed to be first.”


    “Wasn’t the first time someone finished without me,” she said. “Won’t be the last.”


    It took him a minute to realize she was talking about some other guy. And some other future guy. She literally still had his dick in her hand, and she was talking about some other guy.


    Welcome to your world, Sawyer Chase. He scowled. “Hand me a paper towel?”


    She grinned, still pinned beneath him. “You’re going to need more than that. It’s got to be all over the inside of your shirt.”


    Christ. He’d have to hit the front desk to buy a tee. He eased from on top of her and managed to extract himself from the one he wore without getting it all over his face, then he balled up the shirt and cleaned up the stray mess. And he wondered what to say. Thanks for the hand job didn’t quite cut it.


    “I shouldn’t have…kissed you,” he said.


    Yeah, like that was any better.


    “Don’t worry about it. The tension was bound to happen. I mean, you’re hot, and you’ll sleep with pretty much anyone, so…” She shrugged, but he didn’t buy her smile. It didn’t reach her eyes, and he had the worst feeling she felt used. Or like she’d somehow joined his lineup.


    “You’re not anyone,” he said. He needed her to know that. To believe it.


    She rolled her eyes. “I’ll try not to take that the wrong way.”


    He wasn’t sure how to respond.


    “I guess I should tell you something,” she said.


    Her soft, vulnerable tone caught him off guard. He did his best to match it. “What’s that?”


    “My ex told me I sucked in bed.”


    His brow lifted, and she actually laughed.


    “Not in the good way,” she said. “It killed my confidence, which wasn’t great to begin with. I’d love to say it doesn’t matter what he thinks, but—”


    “He’s wrong.”


    She blinked. “What?”


    “He’s wrong. Want proof? I’ve never tried so damn hard to resist the inevitable end, and I don’t think I’ve ever gotten there faster.”


    She laughed, but he wasn’t convinced she found anything funny. And that made him ache. In the bad way. Quietly, he asked, “What do you want me to do, Kelsie? Just tell me.”


    “Only one thing I can think of,” she said, her smile slightly more believable this time around. “Let’s get back out there and climb the walls.”


    He almost smiled. Almost. Because with his desire for her nowhere near sated and the feel of her body fresh against his fingertips, climbing the walls wasn’t merely a metaphor.


    It was the goddamned truth.

  


  
    Chapter Seven


    Kelsie hated to admit how exhilarating the rock climbing had been. Granted, she’d never made it more than ten feet off the ground, but the pure concentration and exertion had her on some kind of high, her muscles deliciously sore. Kind of like awesome sex—or even a near miss—and she even had the hot guy to complete the package.


    Package. She had to go there, didn’t she?


    Literally.


    Her last-minute ploy to stave off the playboy likely backfired. If anything, his looks had grown in intensity, his gazes lingering longer. And her. Oh dear God, she wanted more. She wanted it bad enough to know one night wouldn’t be enough, which threw the whole sordid idea back into bad idea territory. And there was no way out. Except…she wasn’t sure what had prompted her little confession about her ex, but if things between her and Sawyer did reach that inevitable end, at least she could ask him for tips. Not. Awkward. At. All. But something, at least.


    Something like a mood killer. Which made it a better idea by the minute.


    Sawyer pushed a hand through his hair, wrecking it to perfection, and smiled down at her. “Hungry?”


    Despite what that smile did to her, she was glad to see it again. The immediate aftermath of their encounter had left him brooding, but he’d clearly worked out whatever was bothering him on the rock wall. He’d scaled the rocks to the ceiling, freestyle, while the guy he’d left to spot her glared and muttered something about not using a rope and breaking the rules and breaking his neck. She got the part where he was a stubborn ass, but that didn’t stop her awe. She now knew firsthand how much agility and muscle mass was required to climb those walls, and the idea of those arms around her made her ache now more than ever.


    By the time he made it back down, jumping the last few feet, he wore the cocky smirk that made her feel all was right with the world.


    Even when it wasn’t.


    Nevertheless, Sawyer hadn’t quit grinning at her since they’d left the gym. He looked relaxed and happy, and the ease with which he’d traversed those crags had upped his hotness factor from a perfect ten to surface of the sun. She was past the point of regret for toying with him. She’d hoped it would ease the tension between them, but instead it had multiplied. Tenfold. But sex with him couldn’t happen—and not just because she didn’t want to be the latest notch on his headboard, but because there’s no way she’d ever forget it.


    Hungry. Sure she was. But for once, he was talking about food, and it was she who had her mind in the gutter.


    “Grimaldi’s?” she asked.


    “You’re speaking my language, babe.” They grabbed a cab for the short ride, then joined the long line that was a fixture outside the pizza joint. Fortunately the place was used to the traffic, and they were inside in minutes, but the wait had given her plenty of time to study him. After he’d left the employee lounge to buy a clean shirt, he hadn’t mentioned what happened between them. He hadn’t even alluded to it, which made her think, despite the smiles she credited to his happy ending, he wasn’t the least bit affected by it. At least not on an emotional level. It was a harsh reminder to keep things platonic, but the logic of it didn’t exactly take away the temptation. She’d bet he was amazing in bed. Too bad the thing had a revolving turnstile at its foot.


    After sharing a pepperoni pizza with him, she wasn’t ready for the afternoon to be over. But she didn’t know what to say. Would a part two to the day make it date four? Or had that happened with the pizza? Although, he hadn’t given her any of his tips, so she could argue that point, but why would she? She just wanted this thing with him over with…preferably with a date on the other end. She had to give him credit—she had definitely spoken to more men since her agreement with Sawyer than she had in the months since her ex dumped her. But if he kept swooping in and declaring every single one unfit… Well, wait. He’d declared the guy at the gym nice. And then she had ditched the literal Mr. Nice Guy to give a hand job to Mr. Disaster Waiting to Happen. Apparently she was a glutton for punishment.


    But at least she owned it.


    “Want to walk the bridge?” she asked. The Brooklyn Bridge had a great walking trail, and the views were fantastic.


    But Sawyer turned white. And then she vaguely remembered he’d done the same thing when she’d told him about her sister’s wedding, which had nothing to do with bridges.


    Before he responded, she asked, “Are you okay?”


    “I’m fine,” he said, albeit a bit unsteadily, “but I’m not walking across the bridge.”


    At first she thought he was joking, but there was no trace of humor in his expression. “You can’t be afraid of heights. We just left a rock climbing gym, where you broke half the posted rules by climbing to the top without a harness or a belayer or whatever the guy with the rope is called.”


    His façade didn’t break. “Not. Walking. On. The. Bridge.”


    She persisted. “We crossed the bridge into Manhattan when we went dancing.”


    “In a taxi,” he said through gritted teeth. “Not on foot.”


    He had to be kidding. But no, he wasn’t smiling. Not at all. He looked as if she’d asked him to jump off the bridge, not walk across it. Or maybe jump out of a plane. Or, like, commit to a relationship. “Are you serious? You won’t walk across the bridge?”


    Realizing they were clogging the sidewalk, she took a step to one side. He let her go, waiting for a large group of sightseers, their cameras firmly gripped in their hands, to pass before joining her. You sure could tell who the tourists were. New Yorkers looked down when they walked. Everyone else looked up, their gazes usually trained through the lens of a camera.


    “You won’t walk on it? Not for anything?” When he only stared, she tried again. “What if your brother and his girlfriend want to get married on the bridge?”


    Sawyer scowled. “Then they do it without me. He’s the reason I won’t go on the damned thing to begin with.”


    She stared. “Your brother made you afraid of bridges?”


    He shook his head. “I’m not afraid. I just don’t. And it’s not bridges. It’s large bodies of water. Bridges just have a proximity problem.”


    She cast a dubious glance in the direction of the East River. Large bodies of water were oceans, or at least Great Lakes. Places where you couldn’t see the other side. Not distances over which you could throw a baseball. “This is a large body of water?”


    “Large enough,” he said stubbornly. “And I need to be able to see the bottom.”


    “I don’t think you’d want to see the bottom of the East River.”


    He almost smiled. “Also my point.”


    She crossed her arms and took a deep breath. Big mistake. The day had warmed, and the smell of the water left a lot to be desired. “What happened?”


    “Not important.”


    “Um, no. If I can face the eternal humiliation of admitting to you that I can’t get a date and subject myself to becoming your charity case on seven separate occasions, then you can tell me why you’re afraid of large bodies of water.”


    “Say it a little louder next time,” he muttered.


    She folded her arms across her chest. “I will. And don’t think I won’t.”


    After a long, sun-drenched showdown steeped in the faint odor of river water, he relented. “Fine. When I was around ten years old, my parents and brothers and I went on a fishing charter in the harbor. Crosby waited until everything was packed up at the end and the engines were running to push me off the back of the boat. While I’m floating there in the goddamn river in my life jacket, my entire family is riding off into the sunset.”


    She covered her mouth to hide a smile. Not because his story was the least bit amusing, but because of the way he told it. “What happened? I mean, clearly at some point you were reunited.”


    “My mom is a serial head counter. Apparently she figured out she was down a kid, and they circled back.”


    She relaxed a notch. With his aversion to the water, she’d expected to hear something about the Atlantic Ocean and a helicopter rescue. “And that’s it?”


    “What do you mean that’s it?” He glared. “Do you know how many bodies they find in that water?”


    “Did you?” she countered. “At ten years old?”


    He sighed. “I can’t drag you back to that place with me to feel what I felt, but suffice to say even a few minutes bobbing in that dirty water, watching my family leave, realizing either they didn’t notice or didn’t care I was gone, was enough to give me nightmares. And frankly, it was a little insulting. I was the practical joker. The life of the party, even then. How could they not miss me? That screws with you as a kid.”


    “I understand why that traumatized you, but it was, what, almost twenty years ago? How hard can it be to step foot on a bridge?”


    He leveled a ruthless look at her. “I guess it’s about as hard for me as it would be for you to go to a wedding by yourself.”


    Ouch.


    “I guess boats are out of the question?” she asked. “Have you even tried?”


    “There is no goddamn way I will ever step foot on a boat again.”


    Disappointment flittered through her. She’d thought about asking Sawyer to go with her to the wedding—there’d be no awkward first date moments, at least—but the wedding was on a yacht. In the harbor. And he had promised she’d have a date, so there was no real need to ask him. By then, he’d be out of her life, at least until the next time she saw him stumble out of the elevator with some skank on his arm.


    She sighed. “All right. No bridge. No boat, no water. But I’m not going to find the kind of guy I want to spend my life with hanging off a wall when he should be at work, so the next date is my call.”


    The tension in his shoulders visibly eased. “Okay, I’ll give you that just for laying off the water thing. You pick the next date, and we’ll see if we can find your kind of man in your natural habitat.”


    “Deal.” She turned and started walking toward home, but he stopped her with a hand on her arm.


    “Don’t leave me hanging. What’s it going to be? Wine tasting? Museum browsing? Library?” His tone and expression suggested he was quite literally ticking off the most boring, torturous things in the world.


    And he’d missed one.


    “Good to know you find me so fascinating,” she said, “but I’m afraid you’ll be disappointed. It’s none of those.”


    His brow quirked. “Well, then, do tell.”


    She grinned. “We’re going to the opera.”

  


  
    Chapter Eight


    Taking Monday off had gotten Sawyer’s ass handed to him Tuesday morning. Subsequently, he’d worked late two nights in a row, until his brothers stopped glaring at him. Thursday left him staring at his water-stained ceiling, wondering if he should call Kelsie. Or text. Then he wondered when he’d ever done that and sat back instead, dreading the damned opera. The only thing that made the idea of it remotely tolerable was knowing he’d be there with her. The problem was they would be there to find her a man, and he was increasingly pissed off over the whole idea of finding someone else for her when he wanted her in the worst way.


    Not to mention that he felt like a fraud. He knew nothing about men who actually wanted to go to the opera, and it stood to reason that the rest had been dragged there unwillingly, which meant they weren’t available to begin with.


    His phone vibrated. He looked down to see a text from a stewardess he’d met months ago, who had apparently just made her way back to JFK. He deleted it without responding and went back to staring at his ceiling.


    He wanted to see Kelsie. Or at least let her know he was thinking of her. Which went against everything he stood for and had nothing to do with that hand job she’d given him. Or maybe it did. Yeah, that was a much better theory than him missing her.


    He had to get her out of his system. He had to sleep with her. But he couldn’t sleep with her, because she wanted weddings and white picket fences, and he only did one-night stands with women who were most definitely on the same page.


    Dammit.


    He kicked the recliner closed and powered off the television he hadn’t even glanced at since turning it on. He pocketed his keys and cell phone, and, checking for his wallet, he left the apartment. There was only one way he was going to get through the night, and that was with a damned good excuse for a distraction.


    When the elevator arrived, he headed downstairs.


    Alone.


    …


    Kelsie poked at the remains of her pork fried rice, despite not having taken a bite in at least thirty minutes. Nearly three days of trying to reroute her thoughts away from all things Sawyer had culminated in utter failure. While there hadn’t been a single reason he needed to contact her—they had a date the following day, and as far as she knew, it stood—she couldn’t help feeling a little…lost.


    No more so than when her sister called, gushing over wedding plans. Kelsie just leaned her head back against the sofa and listened while Marmaduke took up his favorite pastime, which was trying to pull the elastic band out of her hair.


    If her sister heard the pseudo-fierce growls through the connection, she didn’t mention them. “Have you seen the weather forecast?” Jana squealed. “The harbor could have been dicey this time of the year, but it’s utterly perfect.”


    “I’m really happy for you guys,” Kelsie said. “Truly.”


    Jana hesitated. “Are you sure you’re okay, you know, with…your ex—”


    “I’m fine,” she snapped, clear evidence that she was not fine. Not at all.


    “Okay, good. Because you know how I said I didn’t want a bachelorette party?”


    Oh. God. No. “Yes, you did say that. Emphatically.”


    “Well, I’ve changed my mind!” Jana squealed. She honest-to-God, grown-ass-woman squealed.


    Kelsie closed her eyes and prayed for some kind of apocalypse. “Your wedding is a little over a week away. I’m not sure you get to just change your mind.”


    “I know. I know this is last minute,” Jana said, again with the squeal, “but there’s this club and I’ve been dying to go. We can just all meet there, so you’ll hardly have to do a thing.”


    “Wait…me?” But even as she asked, she knew. It was her job. But the fact that between her mother and her sister, she’d had nothing to do with the wedding had left her off her game. Briefly she wondered if Marmaduke could be convinced to leave her hair alone and instead chew off her head. Unlike with the hair tie, there was meat involved.


    “You are the maid of honor, not to mention my sister,” Jana said, borderline offended. “Of course you’re going to throw the party. How’s a week from tonight?”


    “Um, yeah.” A knock sounded at the door. Kelsie glanced at the clock. It was after nine. She stood and went to the peephole. Sawyer? She swung open the door, realizing as she did that her sister was still talking. “Sounds good,” Kelsie interrupted. “Look, I need to go. Text me the details you want, and I’ll see if I can reserve a spot or whatever you do for that kind of place.”


    “Oooh, you’re the best. Thank you!”


    Kelsie ended the call without saying good-bye. “What are you doing here?”


    He held out a small package. “I thought your rat might like some real food, so I went out and asked around until someone told me what kind of meat Chihuahuas were allowed, and I bought an assortment. And it’s precooked. Because you’re a shit cook.”


    Her heart bloomed. “That was…almost really sweet.”


    “Can I come in?”


    She glanced down at her sleep shorts and tank top. “Yeah,” she said. “You can come in.”


    He handed her the package. “You feed him. I don’t want to interfere with your routine.”


    She blinked. “You show up here after nine carrying a bag of meat, and you think feeding the dog is what’s going to put me over the edge?”


    “Experience suggests it doesn’t take much,” he said dryly.


    She cleared her throat. “I figured you’d have a…date.”


    “I do,” he said, and her stomach dropped. “Fucking opera tomorrow. I still can’t believe I agreed to it.”


    She wasn’t sure what to say, so she peeled back the wrapping of Sawyer’s gift. Marmaduke immediately perked, then jumped off the sofa and trotted over. He paused to growl at Sawyer but was quickly distracted when she put a couple of small pieces of meat in his dish. While the dog chowed down, she rewrapped the rest, then placed it in the fridge. He’d already had his rations for the day, but a small treat wouldn’t hurt.


    She washed her hands and was suddenly without anything to do to distract her from the unfairly sexy man wearing well-worn jeans and a faded T-shirt and taking up space in her apartment. “We’re not having sex,” she said.


    “You’re doing it wrong,” he announced at nearly the same time.


    “Doing what wrong?” There was no telling where his mind had gone since she’d been stupid enough to mention sex.


    “The takeout carton. It’s supposed to open into a plate.”


    Relief washed over her. Chinese food was the safest of all topics. She could do this. “I don’t care what the Internet says. I prefer to eat out of the box.”


    He walked over and plopped down on the sofa. Then he picked up her pork fried rice.


    “Don’t you dare,” she warned.


    “This from today?” he asked, peering inside.


    “Yes. Sawyer Chase, don’t you dare deconstruct my box.”


    He waggled his eyebrows. “Can’t say I’ve ever heard that one before.”


    She rolled her eyes, then sat at the other end of the sofa. “Still a pig.”


    “I’m really not.”


    His voice was quiet. It caught her off guard but didn’t steal her fight. “You have meaningless sex with every woman who will have you. That’s quite swine-like.” She punctuated that with a jab at his leg with her foot.


    “Nope.” He captured her foot mid-assault, propped it on one of his thighs, and started rubbing. “I don’t lie to them. They know what they’re getting, and I never promise anyone more than one date, one night.”


    “Except me,” she said softly. She didn’t look at him. She looked at her foot.


    “Except you.”


    “Why?”


    He sighed. “The truth? I was bored.”


    She wasn’t entirely sure how to feel about his admission.


    “Don’t look at me like that,” he said, boyish grin back in full force. “You initiated the whole thing. First you watered down my apartment, then you threatened me with your cooking. What’s the deal with that, by the way? Did your mom ever try to teach you to cook?”


    “Nope. She was a career woman. My dad, too. Takeout all the way.”


    “Your sister the same way?”


    Kelsie bit back a grin. “She’s worse. But don’t change the subject. Why were you bored?”


    “You got any beer?”


    She cocked her head toward the fridge. “Go for it.”


    He eased from under her leg, leaving it on his cushion. “Want one?”


    “I have a glass of water,” she said. “Unless you tried to unfold it.”


    His laughter trailed behind him as he crossed the small apartment. When he returned, he carefully placed her foot back on his thigh. “To answer your question,” he said, “I just wasn’t interested in the bar scene that night. And if you can’t entertain yourself in a bar, you’re pretty well screwed sitting alone at home.”


    “Is that why you’re here tonight?”


    “To get pretty well screwed?”


    “No.” She laughed. “Because you’re bored.”


    “If I answer that question, you’re going to use it against me.”


    Her mouth twitched. “I thought you came to feed my dog?”


    “Oh, yeah,” he said, a tad sheepish.


    “The water thing,” she said, hoping she was treading cautiously. “Have you even tried to get near it?”


    He turned his head and fixed those gorgeous green eyes on her. “Are you asking if I have legitimate psychological issues?”


    “I already know you have legitimate psychological issues,” she said. “I’m just asking about the water.”


    He leaned back against the cushions and laughed, and she was again struck by how gorgeous he was. And how…on her sofa, with her foot in his lap. After nine o’clock on a Thursday night, presumably because he worried her dog would starve.


    He ran a finger across the tips of her toes and smiled when she wriggled. It tickled. “I’ve never let anyone drown because I refused to get in the water. How’s that?”


    “Have you ever actually jumped in to save someone from drowning?”


    “Nope.” His grin devastated her in the best possible way.


    She couldn’t help the bubble of laughter that escaped. “That’s cheating.”


    “Yet my assertion remains true.”


    “Has anyone ever really pushed you out of your comfort zone, Sawyer? Successfully, I mean.”


    “Yeah,” he said. He gave her foot a squeeze and stood. “You did. Fucking opera.”


    While she stared, a grin teasing her mouth, he leaned down and kissed her forehead. “I’ll see you tomorrow.”


    “Wait,” she said as he headed for the door. “Why did you come over?”


    “Felt bad for the dog.” He hesitated by the door, then dug in his pocket. He came up with a piece of paper, which he tossed on her table. “And someone asked me to give you this.”


    The irony, of course, being that he hadn’t given it to her but had thrown it on the table. When the door shut behind him, she immediately went to grab the slip of paper. On it, someone had scrawled a man’s name and phone number. Under that was a small note. The guy from the gym.


    Kelsie read it a dozen times, her throat growing tighter by the moment.


    Then she crumbled the damned thing and tossed it in a drawer.

  


  
    Chapter Nine


    The opera was an utter waste of a Friday night. For that matter, it was an utter waste of any night, yet there Sawyer stood at her door, fidgeting and tugging at his collar. His second thoughts had second thoughts. In theory, her idea to go to the opera had been marginally acceptable. She wanted a cultured kind of guy…long-term, he’d guess. Someone who could button the top button of a dress shirt without feeling like he was choking. Someone who could show up to that wedding of hers and not make a fool of himself over which fork to use, and who could discuss museum exhibits and literature and the stock market. Not a guy who had zero interest in playing the dutiful, domesticated type that paid good money to listen to people screech from a stage. Definitely not an HVAC guy with zero interest in the fine arts.


    Definitely not him.


    He didn’t like how much he really didn’t appreciate that. He thought of the number he’d left at her apartment the night before, and his stomach turned. His buddy had asked about her, and as much as Sawyer wanted to claim her, he couldn’t. That wasn’t what she wanted, and he sure as fuck wasn’t going on that boat. He hadn’t asked if she called. He didn’t want to know.


    He didn’t want to knock.


    But he did, and he was richly rewarded. When Kelsie opened her door, she wasn’t wearing yards of drapery. Or her glasses. Instead, she stood before him wearing a smile and a clingy, sexy dress without a scarf in sight. Hot damn. “Where’s your muumuu?” he asked.


    The smile disappeared. “What?”


    “The scarf. The thing you always wear. Even to work out.” He had a flashback to the thing she’d tried to wear dancing and immediately wished he’d just told her she looked nice and left it at that.


    She shrugged. “It doesn’t go with my dress.”


    He didn’t tell her it didn’t go with anything or that the fact clearly hadn’t bothered her before. Because right now she was incredible. “You look amazing,” he said. “Edible.”


    She scowled. Fiercely. “Oh, you could just eat me for lunch. That’s original. Were you a construction worker in a past life?”


    He blinked. “What?”


    “Catcalls. The language of womanizing pigs. I thought you might be fluent. Comments like that are exactly why I prefer to cover up.”


    Well, now he did feel like shit. “Kelsie, that was a real compliment. And a bit of an insult on your part, because there’s no way in hell you’ve ever heard anything like that come out of my mouth. At least not in that way.”


    She sighed. “You’re right. I’m self-conscious. Not your fault.”


    “I see that.” But she was hurt. Inexplicably so. His voice soft, he asked, “What happened to you that made you want to hide?”


    She looked down, her expression touching true unhappiness. “It was a long time ago.”


    “And it clearly still matters.”


    She sighed again, and it was one of quiet misery. Defeat. “My sister and I attended a private high school. It was a short walk from home, but we had to pass the entrance to this construction site. Right by the office, so there were always guys there first thing in the morning. It was a huge apartment complex, and I swear it took them two years to build that place. Anyway, naturally we had uniforms, and of course they were skirts. And I listened to that crap twice a day, every day. It was humiliating.”


    He shook his head. “I’m sorry. There’s no excuse for that shit. Grown-ass men messing with schoolgirls.”


    “It gets worse. One day one of them grabbed me, right in front of everyone. Nothing else happened, but after that I started covering up. Even on the hottest days, I wore everything I could to try to disappear.” She hesitated. “It became a habit I wasn’t comfortable undoing. Until you. You made me feel a little more…appreciated. In a good way.”


    “And then I said you were edible and screwed it all up.”


    “No, you’re right. It came from a different place, and I appreciate that. I’m just a little uptight, but I guess that’s why you’re here.”


    God, she sounded small. In hopes of breaking the tension, or at least bringing her out of that place, he gave a long-suffering sigh, intentionally over the top. “Actually I’m here to go to the opera. Had to be a hell of a woman who talked me into that. One with gorgeous eyes, I might add. The glasses have grown on me, but I love being able to see past them to what’s underneath.”


    She smiled. A little wavering, but he’d take it. “Contacts,” she said. “I don’t know how long I’ll be able to tolerate them, but thank you. You might not be a total pig.”


    “Pig or not, I’m a lucky man,” he said.


    “To go to the opera?”


    “To go with you. But we’re going to be late, so let’s get this over with.”


    Over with indeed. An hour later, he was stuck in an overstuffed seat at an overly extravagant theater with people who were beyond overdone. And no one smiled.


    No one.


    “He’s nice,” Kelsie murmured.


    Sawyer didn’t ask who. He didn’t care, to be honest, but the look in Kelsie’s eyes had him following her gaze to some guy in a tuxedo. “He’s a douche.”


    “How did you come to that conclusion?”


    “He’s at the fucking opera, and he looks happy about it, that’s how.”


    Kelsie laughed and patted Sawyer’s leg. The platonic gesture irked him until the good boy momentum ended with her fingertips resting lightly on his thigh. That, too, ended when she spotted another man.


    “What about him?”


    Sawyer took in the plain black suit, the mutton-like haircut, and the frozen expression on the man’s face. “He looks like a funeral director.”


    She narrowed her eyes, but they rested on Sawyer for only a second before someone else caught her attention. “And that guy?”


    He twisted in his seat for a look. “Do you see how much jewelry he’s wearing?”


    She frowned. “You’re supposed to be helping me.”


    “You’re not at a livestock auction. Or a police station. You can’t just pick them out of a lineup. They’re people, you know.” Sarcasm—one of the few art forms he actually appreciated.


    Her, not so much.


    The lights dimmed, saving him the brunt of whatever reply she’d been formulating behind that mask of irritation. But even that reply would have been better than what happened on the stage. From a hushed silence, some woman started caterwauling, arms outstretched and face to the ceiling. All those acoustics the opera house brochures bragged about sent the noise funneling straight to his eardrums and caused pain. Actual pain.


    People paid for this shit?


    He leaned close to Kelsie. “Bachelor number one,” he whispered, shooting a subtle gesture in the direction of the first man she’d pointed out.


    She gave Sawyer another irritated look. “What about him?”


    Sawyer leaned close to be heard over that god-awful squawking on the stage. “Look how straight he’s sitting. He’s having the time of his life. Here.”


    “So what? You’re sprawled in that seat like you’re riding the subway at midnight. He’s got class.”


    “The implication being that I don’t?”


    “I didn’t say that. It’s just—”


    “Bachelor number two,” Sawyer interrupted, not interested in hearing more. “Funeral Director Guy still has no expression. He’s not frowning. He’s not happy. He’s just sitting there, droll as fuck.”


    “So what?”


    “You’re a passionate woman. Trust me…you want a man who can handle that. What are you going to do with a man who can listen to this screaming and not blink? He wouldn’t know passion if you filled a hearse with it and ran his ass over.”


    They were centimeters apart now—close enough that her glare nearly incinerated him. “And this is where you say you are the only guy who can handle me?”


    He pressed his lips together, but he couldn’t keep his mouth shut. “What do you think?”


    “I think you’re asking a dangerous question,” she said, her fingertips tiptoeing along his thigh, headed north.


    “I think you have a little thing for danger,” he replied. He returned the favor by moving his hand under her dress until he separated her thighs and her heat threatened to incinerate him.


    Baby, just ask.


    Her gaze dropped to his lips. It was all the invitation he needed. Instantly, his mouth was on hers. He’d never been more grateful to be in the dark, and the alcove in which they were seated kept them out of view.


    Whatever sound of surprise she made was lost, her hesitation shattering in the split second it took him to put his hands on her. The slinky black dress she wore left plenty of room for him to flatten his palm on her leg, then edge it upward as he slanted his head, searching for a newer, deeper angle. He barely noted the crescendo of ear-splitting noise in the background as Kelsie slid her arms around his neck, her cold palms pressing against his heated skin.


    He had every intention of warming her up. Melting her. And the completely inappropriate moans and murmurs escaping their joined lips indicated he was succeeding.


    Their only company near the alcove was a white-haired man who had to be eighty if he was a day, and his companion, a woman who appeared to be singing, loudly and off-key, along with the onstage performer. Between the darkness and the rows of seats separating them from the older couple, Sawyer had no qualms about edging his hand higher along Kelsie’s thigh until his fingers were wet and her gentle grip on his neck turned into a demand that she voiced between kisses.


    “I want you.”


    If she had been anyone else, he probably would have nailed her right there in the opera house, but this was Kelsie. He’d never forgive himself if he didn’t take her home and take his time with her. He’d been thinking for days about stripping her down, and a dark corner in a noisy room wouldn’t cut it. He wanted to explore her every curve, and he wanted to take his sweet time doing it. He wanted to feel the slide of her body against his and indulge in the contrast between hot woman, cool sheets, and heated skin. The idea that she might come to her senses during the ride home terrified him, but he also wanted her to have that chance. Because this would be no quickie. This was new territory for him, and he wanted to explore it for all it was worth.


    “You wanna go home?” he asked.


    “God, yes.”


    “You sure? Because I think you were here to meet men.”


    She glared, and he bit back laughter. Then he kissed her again, and while he had her nice and distracted he circled her clit with his thumb. She jerked in her seat, clawing her way closer until she was as plastered to him as the armrest would allow.


    “Not playing fair,” she managed between shaky breaths.


    “Sweetheart, this is just the beginning. And by the way, I think you stopped playing fair long before I did. You may have forgotten that little hand job of yours, but I sure as hell haven’t.” With that, he stood and helped her to her feet. She scrambled to fix her dress as they exited, and he nearly laughed out loud when he noticed the old man was wearing earplugs. The woman stopped her singing mid-note to give them a dirty look, but he didn’t care.


    He was about to get laid.


    They made their way out quickly, even though he stopped her a number of times to kiss her. By the time they grabbed a cab, they were laughing and all over each other like a couple of horny teenagers. As soon as he gave the driver the address, Sawyer dragged Kelsie onto his lap so she straddled him, facing the back of the car. Her dress hiked to her hips, giving him full access to the gorgeous expanse of her thighs. He was hard as a damned rock, and she was riding him through two layers of clothes. Her hands cupped his face as she worked her tongue in his mouth, and he met her stroke for stroke. He coaxed her back and forth on his lap, dragging pleasure from the agony of not being inside her, while he tasted every crevice of her mouth and swallowed every moan from her gorgeous lips. When the kiss broke, he wasted no time closing his mouth on her breast through her dress. He tugged on her nipple with his teeth. She threw back her head and drove hard on his dick, paralyzing him.


    “Fuck, Kelsie.”


    “Yeah, let’s do that.”


    “Not in the cab, babe.” He grinned and let go of her thighs to work her breast free, then softly licked the hard peak.


    “Oh, God. More.”


    He ignored the request, keeping instead to his gentle teasing. Just the tip of his tongue, the barest of touches, and she was shaking in his arms. He loved that. He loved it more when she reached to cup her own breast, tweaking the arousal there. It was his undoing. Bad at sex, his ass. He sucked her in, biting and tugging and dragging his tongue over her hot flesh until she trembled and he’d nearly come in his pants.


    He had no idea how they got back to their apartment building so quickly. Or maybe it had taken forever. He handed the driver a handful of cash and got a wink in return. He and Kelsie tumbled out of the car and into the building, and he was damned grateful they had the elevator to themselves.


    The door hadn’t even closed all the way before he had her against the wall. She had both hands in his hair, and his were everywhere else. Her thighs, her waist, her breasts.


    “Oh, God,” she muttered. The wrong damned tone of voice.


    “What’s wrong?”


    “I’m just like all those other floozies you’ve done in the elevator.”


    He froze, then retreated just a little. Just enough to look her in the eyes. “You are nothing like those women. Nothing.”


    “I’m pretty sure that’s one of your lines.” She offered a weak grin.


    “No. Wanna know why?”


    “If you have proof…”


    “Well, first of all, I’ve never made it past the first date without having some kind of sex.”


    “This is charming.”


    “Second, I’ve never made it to the fourth date at all.”


    “No less charming,” she said dryly.


    “Third, I’ve never gone to the fucking opera for anyone. And I’d go again just for what happened in the cab ride here, and if that doesn’t tell you what you need to know, then I’ve got nothing.”


    A grin teased her lips. “I’m pretty sure you’ve got something.”


    “I definitely have something, and it’s definitely there for you.”


    “Hardly an exclusive club.”


    “Sweetheart, think hard. Have you ever seen me stumbling out of the elevator dressed like this?”


    “No,” she whispered.


    “That’s because it hasn’t happened.”


    “What happens tomorrow? You don’t want long-term,” she said.


    Well. That sentence just lay there like a dead weight. She was right—he wasn’t into anything long-term. But Kelsie—maybe they could be friends afterwards. That would be new. “You don’t want long-term with me, so we’re even,” he finally countered. “And if you want those bedroom questions laid to rest…”


    “There’s the line,” she said, rolling her eyes. “Wouldn’t feel right without it.”


    “Good.” He closed the distance, capturing her in another kiss just as the doors opened to her floor. He hadn’t asked whether she preferred her place or his. He figured she wouldn’t want any part of his bed, all things considered, and her concerns over the elevator pretty well confirmed that.


    Her hand shook when she tried to unlock her apartment. Minidick must have heard the scratching at the knob, because he proceeded to lose his shit. Great. That little cockblocker would probably kill her mood completely. “You got any of that meat left?”


    “Yeah,” she said. Shaky. Sawyer closed his hand on hers, helping her get the key in the lock. She pushed open the door and stepped over the threshold while he stood there. Hesitating. Not because he didn’t want her, but because he didn’t want her to feel like she had to. She thought he knew every line in the book, but the truth was he’d never needed lines. At least not anything that required concentration or effort.


    Minidick fan-rushed Kelsie and stood at her feet, shaking and wagging and yipping. A quick glance at the food and water bowls made it clear the crisis was all in the mutt’s head. Kelsie must have been on the same page, because she met Sawyer’s eyes with a shy grin. Then she reached for his hand and pulled him inside.


    “You can’t undo this,” he said. Stupid, stupid, stupid. He’d never wasted so much time on warnings, but the thought of her regretting him made him ache almost as much as did his desire for her.


    “You trying to get out of this? Or am I just not good enough to join the roster?” She punctuated the jab with a challenging smirk.


    “Sweetheart, right now you obliterate the roster.” And me. But he didn’t say that.


    “Good, because I really don’t care about your damned list.”


    Profanity. He liked where this was going.


    He turned and locked the door, and when he pivoted back around, he almost lost his breath. She had that same flushed, exuberant look she’d worn after their visit to the club, only this time it was for him. That black dress was probably supposed to be more modest than it appeared on her, but all he saw was curve after curve he couldn’t wait to explore. Deep brown eyes focused on him with a soft intensity that made him feel things he’d never felt before, but he wasn’t going there. His entire purpose in her life was to find her a man, and for a thousand different reasons, that man could never be him.


    This was just sex.


    He drew her a step toward him, then reached behind her to unzip the dress. It didn’t fall to the floor—it was too clingy for that particular cliché to happen—so he knelt in front of her and ever so slowly began to work the fabric up her thighs, palms flattened against her skin, his face within licking distance of dragging her, screaming, into her first orgasm of the night. His mouth literally watered at the thought, but instead of diving in and tearing through her underwear with his teeth, he looked up. Met her eyes. They were a little glazed.


    With his hands now on her hips, he stood. Her dress bunched around her waist as he eased it higher, baring the curve of her waist, then dragging the material past her breasts. As soon as those peaks fell free, he longed to taste them. To lick and suck until she screamed his name, but he didn’t want to leave her with the dress around her neck—he needed her naked, yesterday—so he stayed on task, lifting the garment from her shoulders and easing it over her head.


    Finally, she was bare to him, but for her panties and high heels. He held up the dress. “You wanna hang this—”


    She calmly took the proffered garment, then tossed it. It landed on the floor, and Minidick promptly ran over and made a nest of it.


    “Bedroom?” he asked. Not because he didn’t know where it was—the apartments were too small and too much alike for there to be any mystery there—but as one last stab at permission. One last chance for her to be damned sure.


    She merely turned and gave him a stunning view as she walked to her bedroom, heels clacking on the hardwood.


    Holy. Shit.


    Eyes never leaving her, he took off his jacket and laid it across the back of a chair. In the same moment, she looked back over her shoulder, coy as fuck, sending all traces of civility into the stratosphere. Screw that. He tore at his shirt, freeing himself of the fabric just as he entered her bedroom. He tossed the garment, then shut the door. When he glanced at the bed, the fluffy blue and gray comforter barely registered. He just needed to know where they were headed, and fast. And she was clearly on the same page, because her hands were working loose his fly.


    “Do you have protection?” she murmured.


    “Yeah.” He was surprised, given her opinion of him, that she had to ask.


    “Did you have it for me?” She hesitated. “I mean, you’re going to give me pointers, right?”


    He stopped short of breaking out his largest and most enthusiastic point and just stared. “What?”


    “You’re going to tell me how I can…improve?”


    “Yeah.” What the fuck ever. Whatever it takes to get laid. That’s what you do.


    She grinned at that, making him feel like an ass, then shrieked when he picked her up and tossed her playfully onto the bed, following with a kiss that had her digging her nails into his back. He quickly backed off the caveman thing, instead corralling every ounce of restraint into a thorough exploration of her mouth, slow and easy. Captivating. Jesus, she stole his every breath, driving a hunger in him he’d never known. He couldn’t get enough. Even her kisses teased, sweet as motherfucking honey while driving hard every sinful thought he’d ever had in his life. When they finally broke for breath, she smiled and looked like an angel.


    He backed off to lose the rest of his clothes and realized he was shaking. Shaking. He managed to remember to grab a condom from his pocket before tossing the pants. He kicked off his shoes and hooked his socks with one finger, then flung them. The whole while, he watched her watch him, and he loved every fucking expression she made. Loved that her gaze lingered on his erection.


    He hoped she knew—really knew—it was for her. But there was no way he’d bring that up again. She’d already spent too much time remembering his past. Hell, at this point he barely could. It seemed impossible there’d been any woman before her.


    Or that there’d be one after. But that had to be his hormones getting the better of him, because there was always someone else. That was fucking life.


    He didn’t waste time crawling over her. Instead, he went right for the sweet spot, hooking her legs over his shoulders as he dove in face first. He’d been dying to taste her. Making sure she was good and wet for him had been a secondary goal, and a useless one because she was definitely wet. And trembling. He thought good and hard about sending her over the edge right then and there, but immediately ditched that plan, mostly because he was one selfish bastard. He wanted to be the one inside her while that happened. Not just his tongue, but him. He tore open the condom and rolled it on, maintaining eye contact. She lay there, bedding bunched between each of her hands just like he’d fantasized, her face a beautiful mix of pleasure and agony. Good to know it wasn’t just him. Her eyes held no questions. Just burning desire.


    Ditto.


    His dick zeroed in on her like a heat-seeking missile. His legs quaked with an absolute need to slam into her, but he held back, instead taking his time to relish every long moment. By then, his arms were also shaking. The woman was an inferno, and sinking into her was the wrong kind of hell. The kind that was messing with his head a little too much.


    She took a sharp breath.


    “You okay?”


    “Beyond okay,” she managed. The comforter was wasted under her grip.


    He was, too.


    Buried balls-deep and fucking lost.


    She was so tight. So hot. He did the first of two things he couldn’t resist… He lowered to his elbows, propping just enough to keep from crushing her with his weight, and claimed her mouth. Long, slow, and lazy, his kisses swallowed her every whimper as he rocked his hips against her, driving hard. Every intention he held of taking it easy was obliterated by the exploding intensity between them.


    Fuck. Yes.


    His fingers were tangled in her hair, his tongue in her mouth. She sucked and licked it, drowning him. Saving him.


    He pushed to one knee, changing up the angle and driving harder. The result was instant. Before a gasp even left her lips, she was shuddering, her spasms sending him careening into oblivion. His ears fucking rang from the force of his own orgasm.


    “Oh my God.”


    “Yeah. Right there with you.”


    He hadn’t moved. He was still buried inside her.


    And then it hit him. This was the part where he took off, but he didn’t want to go anywhere. He didn’t want to move. Not unless it was for a new position—a new angle from which to discover her body.


    He’d never wanted another angle.


    God…he’d never really kissed a woman during sex. He did plenty to get there, but that added layer of intimacy had always been a means to an end. Never part of the act. And realizing that made him want to kiss her again. Gently, he explored her mouth, slanting his head for new angles, discovering new pieces of her. Before long, her breathlessness took on a new tone, and she was tilting her hips, forcing him impossibly deeper. He needed a second condom before they went there, so as much as it pained him, he withdrew.


    “Where are you headed?” she asked. “And what about my tips?”


    He almost laughed. He had a tip for her, all right, but it had nothing to do with her stellar bedroom skills. Her ex was not just an ass, but a really dumb one.


    “Right here.” He punctuated that by closing his mouth on her breast. She immediately grabbed his head and arched against him, pushing him into sweet, uncharted territory. He sucked one side and fingered the other, twisting the tight nipple between his fingers. Then he switched sides, leaving her gasping. Once he’d left her whimpering, he worked his way lower, kissing his way from her breast to her stomach to the crease of her inner thigh. Every time she adjusted her hips, he outmaneuvered her.


    “What. Are. You. Doing?”


    “If you can’t figure it out, I must be doing it wrong.”


    “Sawyer, God help me if you don’t…”


    He stood, temporarily abandoning her and doing a piss-poor job of burying his smirk. “Are you trying to say I didn’t satisfy you?”


    “How about you satisfied me so well, I’d like to do it again?”


    “Ah.” He turned and headed for the bathroom. As he walked away, he said, “Good to know.” Once in the bathroom, he tossed the trash, cleaned up a bit, and walked back out to find her digging through her dresser.


    “What are you doing?” he asked.


    “I said I wanted to do it again, and you walked away.” She extracted a shirt and held it up. “This is mostly a last-ditch effort to save my dignity.”


    He closed his hand over her much smaller one. “No. You got it all wrong.”


    She froze. “How’s that?”


    He took both her hands and walked her backward to the bed, then fell against her. They hit the mattress together, and he kissed her hard. Kissed her breathless. Then he once again took that journey south, pausing just before he tasted her. “Brace yourself, sweetheart. Your wish is my command.”


    He then plunged inside her, leaving her gasping for more.


    And he made good on his promise to give it to her.


    All night long.

  


  
    Chapter Ten


    Kelsie woke to snoring. And growling. Marmaduke, having somehow let himself into the bedroom, was furiously tearing at the comforter over Sawyer. The lightweight dog barely budged the heavy blanket.


    “Marmaduke! Get. Down.” Kelsie barely managed to summon the stern voice to which she knew the dog would respond. She was too caught up in staring at Sawyer. She’d never had the opportunity to study him so openly—not without expecting him to catch her. She felt like she discovered a new side of him there, in the innocence of sleep. Dark lashes rested in utter contentment. His mouth was soft, his face relaxed. Not for the first time she saw past the playboy, but she’d never seen him quite in this light. Still a sex god, but behind the omnipresent cocky façade was a very real man.


    One who had done things to her she never imagined anyone could.


    Hope you enjoyed it while it lasted. Because this was so much his modus operandi that she was almost ashamed she’d fallen for it. Granted, she’d gotten past the first date, and the second, but she’d given him a hand job on date number three and spent the first part of the fourth on his lap practically begging him for sex and the second part actually giving it to him. So what if she’d held out longer than most of his conquests? The end result was the same.


    Frustrated, she gave him a hard nudge with her knee.


    Turned out those eyes were no less green when he was groggy. He peered at her through thick lashes, the emerald hue breaking through like beams of sunlight through clouds. “What?”


    “You’re snoring.”


    He sat, rubbing his face as his abs flexed into perfection. He glanced toward the corner to which the dog had retreated, then at her. “Sorry. I didn’t realize I snored.”


    “I guess you don’t normally stick around this long, huh?”


    “As a matter of fact…” He kissed her neck, and her nipples tightened traitorously. And considering her utter lack of clothing, that fact didn’t get past him.


    “You should probably go,” she said.


    Immediately, he stopped kissing her. When he drew back, questions reflected in his eyes…questions for which she had no answers. Even she didn’t know what she was going for here. Pretending it didn’t matter? Fat chance. Still, she wanted to apologize, but why bother? This was where he made his exit. Or maybe he’d be a stand-up guy and see her through the remaining three dates, but that would probably be worse.


    “Sweetheart, what’s wrong?” Genuine concern filled his eyes. It startled her.


    “I just thought you might need to…go.”


    “Shit. Any idea what time it is?”


    “Ten.”


    “Jesus. I was supposed to be at work two hours ago.”


    “On a Saturday?”


    “It’s a family business, and Saturdays are busy. More so than usual since my workaholic older brother…since Crosby decided to expand. He used to live for working weekends.” Sawyer shook his head. “Went and fell in love, and now he’s useless.”


    “I doubt he’s useless.” She watched as he flipped back the covers and searched the room, naked, for his clothes.


    “He’s useless to me when I want to sleep in on a Saturday morning,” he said as he stepped into his pants. “Or anything else I might want to do in bed.”


    Was he flirting with her? Making this worse? Or maybe he just didn’t care. Business as usual. The thought hurt, and that pissed her off because she’d known going in what that night would mean to him.


    She just hadn’t imagined what it would mean to her.


    Definitely time to deflect, or pull the Band-Aid off fast, or whatever cliché would work. None. None of them would. “Well, I guess this is it, then.”


    He paused, giving her an odd look. “What kind of it?”


    The kind where you got laid and take off. She didn’t respond, because she couldn’t stand the way the words sounded in her head, and while she knew the truth was right there in her face, she was also afraid it would become all the more real if she said it out loud.


    “I was thinking,” he said, a bit too casually, the words guarded. Or was that her imagination? “Why don’t you come to my family’s Sunday dinner tomorrow?”


    Ah. So he was going to see out his obligation with her. That was just…lovely. Pretending with him would be torture. It’s not like there was anything there to begin with, but she didn’t want to hang out with a man who was counting the dates until he could be rid of her.


    “For date five?” she asked.


    Was it her imagination, or did his face fall just a little? The moment, if it existed, passed in a flash. “Okay, sure. Date five. I’ll swing by tomorrow around noon.”


    “Sounds great,” she said. But it was a lie. It actually sounded like torture.


    Torture that intensified when he left her with an unusually troubled expression and no words of good-bye.


    …


    Sawyer stormed through the back entrance of Fusion Air and slammed the door so hard the walls rattled. “What the fuck is wrong with her?”


    Ethan, one of his two younger brothers, looked up from a computer. “What’s the matter? Did you lose your favorite shirt again?”


    Sawyer scowled. “Funny.”


    “I wasn’t trying to be. The last time you slammed the door like that was when that nameless girl without a phone number wore your shirt home. And by the way, you’re late.”


    “I know I’m late. You sound like Crosby.” Crosby, the workaholic older brother who’d traded riding Sawyer’s ass for a white picket fence outside the city. Lucky for Sawyer, Crosby still had two other brothers to take his place.


    Fucking peachy.


    “Liam took up your slack.”


    “I’ll send him a card.”


    “I’m sure he’ll appreciate that,” Ethan said without looking from the screen. Although Ethan had been quick to give Crosby the same hard time Sawyer had—to stop working so much and get a life—Sawyer had to wonder if Ethan realized how close he was to that set of footsteps. But there was a difference. Crosby had never had a serious relationship until that past summer, when he’d hooked up with Estelle. Ethan, on the other hand, had been married to his high school sweetheart for two years—two years in which his brother had been disgustingly happy. That had all come to an abrupt end when she’d been diagnosed with lymphoma and died shortly thereafter. Ethan hadn’t been the same since. Sawyer couldn’t imagine what it was like to lose anyone like that, but he imagined at some point Ethan would move forward. Hadn’t happened yet. While he wasn’t on the job twenty hours a day like Crosby had been, Ethan had fallen into an utterly predictable routine of work and home, with the occasional Friday night at Foam’s For You. Even then, he stuck to a booth or the pool tables.


    Little chance Ethan would have a clue what Sawyer’s problem was. He hoped he’d forget he’d asked.


    No such luck. “So why are we slamming the door this fine morning?”


    Fine? It was damn near cold. Or at least the world had seemed that way after he’d left the warmth of Kelsie’s bed. He wasn’t a ginormous comforter kind of guy, but he could get used to hers. Especially if she was tucked in there with him.


    “This…” He hesitated. These conversations normally started with “this chick,” and Kelsie, well, that wasn’t her. But if Sawyer led with anything else, Ethan would know something was up. Sawyer didn’t feel like explaining himself… He didn’t have an explanation to give. It was just…


    “So it is a woman?”


    “Yeah,” Sawyer admitted, grateful for the out. “I invited her to Sunday dinner—”


    “Wait. What? You invited a woman to meet your family? Didn’t you make a vow not to do that again after that one girl’s boyfriend showed up at Mom and Dad’s looking for you?”


    Actually, Sawyer had forgotten about that. Which was surprising, but mostly pathetic. Something of that magnitude really should have stuck with him. “It’s not like that,” he said. “I’m sure if she had an angry boyfriend, he would have found me the first time I went out with her.”


    Ethan snapped the laptop closed and stared. “You’re actually going on a second date?”


    Sawyer blinked. “Fifth date,” he mumbled.


    “Fifth date?”


    “Yes.”


    Ethan got up and split the blinds, peering at the sky.


    “What are you doing?”


    “I’m looking for the asteroid.”


    Sawyer took in his brother’s deadpan face and scowled. “Fuck you.”


    “Sorry.” Ethan shrugged, not looking at all like he meant it. “You earned that, and you know it. So what’s the problem? She doesn’t eat?”


    Sawyer sat and stretched his legs out in front of him, taking a great deal of interest in the worn leather at the tip of his steel-toed boot. What was his problem? After a long while he said, “It wasn’t supposed to count.”


    “What wasn’t? What are we counting?” A long look at Sawyer’s face had Ethan shaking his head. “Might want to back up a bit.”


    He really didn’t want to get into this. He’d have to better remember the consequences of slamming a door around there. “She’s my upstairs neighbor,” he said. “Her sink sprung a leak onto my recliner, so I went up there in time to wreck her date.”


    Sawyer would almost swear Ethan was trying not to smile. And Ethan really didn’t smile. “Dare I ask how?”


    “The date was an asshole who jumped to conclusions.” Sawyer paused. He really didn’t want to tell his brother Kelsie couldn’t get a date. That wasn’t his tidbit to tell. “Anyway, I offered to pick up the slack.”


    “The slack?”


    “I stayed for dinner.” If you could call it dinner. “The guy ran out on her, and she didn’t look like she wanted to eat alone so I…comforted her.”


    Ethan’s smirk suggested the conversation had steered back into familiar territory. “I’m sure she was incredibly flattered you offered your services.”


    “Not like that, man. She wasn’t interested.” For some reason, the admission didn’t bother him as much as he expected. Probably because she’d since changed her mind.


    “Ah,” Ethan said knowingly. “Clearly she’s never heard of the great Sawyer Chase.”


    “Opposite problem. My reputation preceded me.”


    Ethan snorted. “A woman with taste. Awesome. So what happened?”


    Again, he hesitated. “So I talked her into giving me a chance,” he finally said. “Seven of them, actually. After which she can dump me if I haven’t proven myself worthy.” Yeah, something like that.


    “So you made it to date five, and now you’re pissed?”


    “Dinner wasn’t supposed to be date five. It’s like she wants to rush through to the inevitable end.”


    Ethan rubbed his face. “Apparently I accidentally grabbed decaf this morning, because I’m having a hard time following you. She’s going out with you, which is what you wanted. And for some unknown reason, you’re bringing her to meet your family, which is something you wanted. She’s saying yes, so what’s the problem?”


    Sawyer couldn’t say something had changed for him. He couldn’t begin to explain what or how—just that he didn’t want her so fired up to count to seven and end things with him.


    He didn’t want dinner to be date number five, because five was too damned close to seven.


    Five was too damned close to over.


    Ethan leaned back in the chair. “You ever think maybe this one is different?”


    “Yeah, she is,” he admitted. Easily. “But her being different doesn’t change who I am.”


    “If that’s the case, then you’re a coward.”


    Sawyer jerked his gaze to meet his brother’s. “Why the hell do you say that?”


    “Why are you so against being with one woman?” When Sawyer didn’t answer, Ethan answered for him. “It’s because you’re afraid.”


    “Since you know so much,” Sawyer said evenly, “why don’t you tell me why that is?”


    Ethan shrugged. “That’s for you to figure out. But if she really is different, you’d better come to your senses before she does, or you’ll lose her.”


    Sawyer almost said she wasn’t his to lose, but something stopped him.


    Something made him want to hold on.


    And that scared the shit out of him.

  


  
    Chapter Eleven


    Kelsie got up early Sunday and took Marmaduke for a walk. She intentionally avoided the dog park she’d visited with Sawyer, opting instead to head toward the water. The Pier 6 Dog Run was nearly empty, but Marmaduke was content to trot beside her on the leash, so she skipped Pier 6 in favor of a stroll along the East River. Normally she loved the view, but today she barely saw it.


    All she saw was Sawyer. And it hurt.


    But why? She’d yet to figure out what her problem was. Amazing sex? Check. Incredibly hot guy who worshipped every inch of her body? Double check. But therein was the lie. He worshipped a different woman every week. She wasn’t so much bothered by his past but by the fact that she couldn’t trust anything between them. Sure, he made her feel good, but he probably recycled those lines on every woman he met. And bedded. And she should have known better—she did know better—but that didn’t stop that hollow little hole from expanding into something suffocating. She’d told him from the beginning things wouldn’t get physical between them, and they had. She couldn’t exactly accuse him of dragging her kicking and screaming into an affair—she’d practically begged for it—but if he could win her over, he was the ultimate player.


    And she’d just gotten played.


    Marmaduke barked ferociously at a discarded paper cup, dragging her from her thoughts. She sighed and picked up the trash, dropping it in a nearby receptacle and nearly bumping into a man when she turned back toward the path.


    “Excuse me,” she said automatically.


    “Kelsie?”


    She looked up at the vaguely familiar voice. It belonged to a man she’d worked with recently as part of her contract to bolster his firm’s online presence. “Derek?”


    “You remembered me.” His face relaxed into a boyish grin.


    Oh, Lord, she definitely remembered him. She’d crushed on him in a bad way, but she had a thing against getting involved with business contacts, especially while on rebound from the crash and burn of a long-term relationship.


    “And this must be Marmaduke.”


    “You remembered my dog?” she asked, astounded.


    “Background image on your phone, right?”


    “Ah, yes.” She was shocked. She’d had no idea this guy had looked twice at her, at least not beyond what was required of his job. Although, now that he mentioned it, she did remember him asking about her dog after catching sight of her screen. Sawyer couldn’t get the dog’s name right minutes after hearing it, and this guy remembered for months.


    “Listen,” he said. “I’m glad I bumped into you. I’ve been thinking about you, actually, and if you’re not seeing anyone, I’d love to take you out sometime.”


    Her breath caught. This was it. She could have a date for her sister’s wedding and avoid the whole awkward let’s-pretend-we’re-friends with Sawyer.


    But she couldn’t, and not just because Sawyer had said she was different.


    It was because on some likely foolish level, she believed him.


    She would kick herself later. She knew it. But she just couldn’t. “I’m flattered, Derek, but I’m not exactly single.”


    He cocked a brow. “Not exactly? Sounds interesting.”


    She sighed. “Definitely complicated, but I just don’t feel right…”


    He smiled so kindly that she felt bad about turning him down. “I have mad appreciation,” he said, “for a woman who respects her man even when it’s complicated. If you find yourself back out there and you’d like to have dinner or something, look me up.”


    “I’ll do that,” she said. “Thank you.”


    He leaned down to scratch Marmaduke’s head.


    The dog didn’t make a sound.


    Derek took the first several steps of his retreat backward, a grin on his face. Then he gave a little wave and took off at a jog.


    “You could have growled at him,” she muttered to Marmaduke. But the Chihuahua had only growled at one person. Ever.


    Sawyer.


    With a sigh, she turned and headed back home. After a hot shower, she tugged on a sweater and a long, flowing skirt that clung to nothing—Sawyer would probably hate it—then worried there’d be a dress code at his mom’s. Why hadn’t she asked? Because you were both naked.


    And she still ached. But after an embarrassingly long sexual drought, it came as no surprise that she couldn’t get her knees back together after an all-night sex-a-thon. What she hadn’t expected was the incredible sensitivity of her nipples, or the way every brush with fabric made them strain, as if getting hard enough would bring back the warmth of his mouth. She hadn’t expected the tingle—or nuclear blast—of heat that jolted her when she thought of his body or the way it melded with hers. She hadn’t dreamed she could accommodate a man of his size, but they’d fit together perfectly. All that deliciously sore flesh he’d stretched now yearned for him, and she had no idea how to shake that off. Maybe there was a support group. Or a support legion.


    She gave in and texted him. Dress code for dinner?


    His reply was immediate. Naked works for me.


    She rolled her eyes. At your mom’s?


    Oh, he replied. Casual. Something I can rip off later.


    She left her phone on the counter and went to dig through her closet, eventually settling on a long skirt. No sense in making a bad impression.


    No point in making a good one.


    Shut. Up. She was still a guest—one, she realized, without a proper hostess gift. But she did have brownie mix. Surely she couldn’t screw that up. Quickly she mixed the ingredients, then dumped them in a pan as a knock sounded at the door. Frowning, she looked at the clock. Too early to be Sawyer, and she hadn’t buzzed anyone in. She took a moment to set the oven timer, slid the pan in the oven, then went to the door and peered through the hole.


    Sawyer.


    She swung the door open. “You’re early. Second thoughts?”


    He responded by capturing the back of her head with one hand and backing her against the wall. Before the plaster even hit her back, his mouth was on hers. The kiss was hard. Demanding. Erotic. She heard the door slam—he must have kicked it—then he was lifting her. In one svelte move, the skirt was bunched around her hips, and his finger was inside her, strumming her G-spot and bringing so much pleasure she thought she’d cry. She suddenly felt boneless, but between him and the wall, she was stuck in a tornado of bliss. Tremors took over her body, then his thumb hit her clit, and she actually screamed his name.


    “Shh,” he murmured, the word tripped by quiet laughter. He eased away from the wall, but he didn’t set her down. It was a good thing, because she probably would have hit the floor. After stopping to lock the door, he carried her into her bedroom and tossed her playfully on the bed, then landed on top of her.


    “Now that I have your attention,” he said, “I think we need to make a few things clear.”


    “We do?”


    “One, you’re amazing in bed. I haven’t thought of anything else since. No tips needed. Not a damn one.”


    The words clung to her in the worst way. Made her want. Gave her hope. Set her up for the worst fall. She swallowed a sudden lump in her throat. “Sawyer Chase, renowned playboy, has been thinking about sex. This is news?”


    “I’ve been thinking about you, sweetheart. Which brings us to point number two. I don’t want you thinking that was all part of a game.”


    “You don’t play games,” she reminded him. “You have sex; you move on.”


    “This time I count to seven first.”


    Something silly—something like hope—bloomed. “Can I get a written affidavit?”


    “You can spread your legs. Now.”


    She almost laughed. Then she caught the look in his eyes. “Are you serious?”


    “I’m serious that I want you. If you aren’t interested, say the word. Otherwise, yes, I’m serious.”


    “But dinner…”


    “Sweetheart, I’ve done nothing but think of you since I last crawled out of this bed. I promise it won’t take long.”


    She rolled her eyes. “Well, when you put it like that, at least take off my skirt so I can wear it later.”


    He obliged, then shed his pants. Sort of. They landed somewhere around his ankles. By then, he had already rolled on a condom and found her wet and ready for him.


    The moment he entered her felt like coming home. The sweetly familiar length overtook her, and her body quickly picked up where the last orgasm still lingered. The build happened quickly, and just like that, she was clutching his back while he moved inside her, the pure electrification of orgasm teasing her as surely as he pumped, heavy and thick, between her legs.


    Having him there filled a void that had nothing to do with anatomy—not even one as impressive as his. His utter possession of her body threatened to wreck her, and she knew he wouldn’t be around to pick up the pieces. But she cherished the ride anyway.


    He fastened onto one of her nipples, and the sudden shock made her cry out. And drag him in closer. She was crazy. Crazy. But the way he feasted, pinching and sucking and nibbling, she’d be just as crazy to say no. Fortunately she wouldn’t have to. He’d move on to someone else in no time, and she’d be left there with her memories.


    The thought stung. She pushed it away and lifted her hips, changing the angle at which he drove into her.


    “Christ, Kelsie.” He grunted and slammed into her harder, then harder still. He’d elevated her whimpering G-spot orgasm from earlier into the equivalent of a tidal wave. For a moment, she felt like a casual observer, standing on the beach, realizing by the unusual pull of the water that something big was about to happen, but having no concept of its depth. Not even when the wall began to come down did it really hit her. Nope, not until she was caught in the mother of all riptides, sputtering and gasping for air, unsure of which way to claw for salvation, did she realize just how deep she was in it.


    And he in her. It went beyond physical. It scared her, but she wasn’t sure which was worse…running toward him, or running away. Her sense of preservation had gotten lost in the haze of orgasm, and she wasn’t sure she wanted out.


    “That was amazing,” she said. Her ears rang. Her pinkie toe twitched. He’d even rocked the polish off her right ring finger. She’d definitely never experienced a thrust that could do that.


    “I noticed.” He grinned, then flipped to his back, dragging her with him. She landed on top, and he quickly pulled her down. They were still connected, yet another new angle added to their shared repertoire. But she didn’t have time to reflect on that, because he’d started a sensual exploration of her mouth that made her want to weep. He wound his tongue with hers, alternately sucking her in, then teasing her with light kisses. Without thinking, she was moving on top of him, the incredible length and girth of his erection managing to touch her everywhere at once.


    “Fuck.” He hissed a breath when she increased the movement, driving her hips just enough for him to feel it without losing the sensual pace.


    “You really need to expand your vocabulary,” she teased. As she spoke, she sat back and ground her hips in a circular motion, nearly losing it when the penetration deepened.


    “Where did you learn to move like that?”


    She didn’t answer. She didn’t have one. With him, it just felt right.


    He planted his hands on her hips and rocked her, literally and figuratively. Immediately, she discovered she had nothing to hold, so she threw back her head and let him keep the pace while she ground hard against him until pleasure once again tore through her, leaving her a muddled mess. He flipped her to the side, then lazily pumped his hips against her, riding out his orgasm while looking into her eyes.


    Oh. God.


    He smiled gently, the look of an utterly satisfied man. Knowing that she’d done that to him sent a funny little thrill through her.


    “I’ve never really made out for days with anyone,” he said softly. Her eyes must have expressed her confusion, because he elaborated. “Not during sex. It feels too close.”


    “So what are you doing kissing me?”


    “I don’t—what’s that noise? And that smell?”


    “Uh-oh.” She scrambled away from him, threw on a T-shirt—his, she realized after the fact—and ran to the kitchen to take out the brownies. Cautiously, she sniffed the pan. They didn’t smell too bad. Buoyed, she snagged a toothpick off the shelf and poked the center of the pan. It went in, sort of, so that was a good sign. “Good.”


    “What’s good?”


    She jumped at Sawyer’s voice behind her, then immediately relaxed into the embrace that followed. He was naked, and his dick nudged at her butt. “Not happening,” she warned.


    “What’s not happening?”


    “Round three. We have somewhere to be. Your somewhere, I might add.”


    “Yeah, right.” He peered over her shoulder. “Wow, I’m impressed.”


    “Really?”


    “Homemade dog treats? You bet I am.”


    She jabbed her elbow into his washboard abs. “Dogs can’t have chocolate, you jerk.”


    “That’s chocolate?” He appeared utterly bewildered.


    “Brownies,” she explained. “For your mom’s.”


    “Um…”


    “Smile and nod, Sawyer Chase. It’s a boxed mix. I handled it.”


    He grinned and planted a kiss on her neck. “You rock my world, sweetness. You sure you don’t want to fuck?”


    She rolled her eyes and headed for the bedroom, where her clothes were likely hopelessly wrinkled. “You sure you don’t want to expand your vocabulary?”


    “I beg your pardon,” he said, hot on her heels. “I excel in expanding parts.”


    Marmaduke looked up from the bed when they entered. He cocked his head at Sawyer and proceeded to show his teeth. His body shook with the force of his growl.


    “What’s the matter there, Minidick? Got some penis envy going on?”


    “No wonder he hates you.”


    “Why?” His eyes danced. “Because he thinks I’m a god?”


    “He is not the least bit interested in your penis.”


    Sawyer snagged her by the waist and pulled her in. She quickly learned it was a ploy to relieve her of his shirt. “What about you?” he asked.


    “Seriously? Are we not almost late?”


    “Seriously.”


    “Your penis is amazing. You’re definitely a god.” And he kind of was. Weren’t men supposed to need a recovery period between orgasms? Clearly, he’d been wired all wrong. He was sex, sex, and more sex.


    Surely you’re not surprised.


    No, she wasn’t, but he had to have another gear. Maybe she’d discover that this afternoon. In fact, she’d better, because if the dinner conversation was about sex, she was so outta there.


    “We’re going to be late,” she said.


    “Maybe we don’t have to go at all.”


    “Date five,” she said. The words were supposed to be a playful warning, but instead they felt like a punch to the gut.


    Apparently not only to her. “Yeah,” he said darkly, plopping naked onto the bed. “Date five.”


    Inexplicably hurt, she turned away. She found her clothes and wiggled into them, feeling his eyes on her but not returning the favor. He didn’t need her attention. He had every other woman on the planet to swoon over him. That would be enough for anyone else, but not Sawyer Chase.


    But that wasn’t her problem, was it?


    She forced down her irritation and locked herself in the bathroom long enough to clean up. When she exited, she found him in the kitchen-living-room-dining-area—New York apartments were closets to the rest of the world—kicking a chew toy to Marmaduke. She held back, watching while the dog snatched it up, snarling, and ran to deposit it at Sawyer’s feet. He then circled around and sat until Sawyer kicked it again, and the process restarted.


    What. The. Heck.


    She kept silent as she went to the stove, where the pan of brownies waited, and grabbed a knife. They probably weren’t cool enough to cut but close enough. Fortunately, they were only slightly overdone. She bit back a burst of nervous laughter and sawed harder with the knife. Sorry these are a bit overcooked. I didn’t hear the timer over the loud sex.


    Sawyer came up behind her and slid his arms around her waist, sending thrills through her. The man was heaven. Heaven. But it was just physical. Had to be.


    While one of his hands crept lower, the other went for a brownie. She smacked his arm, but not before he’d snatched one. “Those aren’t for you.”


    “Too late.” He popped the dessert in his mouth and immediately made a face.


    “Did I mention they’re still hot?”


    He shook his head and started rooting around the small kitchen. Calmly, she handed him a paper towel, which he snatched from her. “No, you did not,” he said a moment later.


    “Lesson learned.”


    “You’ve got that right.” He looked queasy. And gorgeous.


    And entirely too much like heartbreak.

  


  
    Chapter Twelve


    In the elevator, Sawyer pushed the button for his floor. Kelsie looked at him in confusion.


    “I borrowed a spoon from my mom,” he said, “and I need to return it.” Lies. What he really needed was to brush his teeth. That brownie was inexplicably worse than her buttermilk, garlic mashed potatoes, which was an accomplishment. The worst kind.


    The doors slid open on his floor, and Kelsie hesitated. He grabbed her hand. “You’re not going to stand there smashing the door open button until I get back, are you? Come on.”


    His last words were moot. By then he had her halfway down the corridor, those horrible brownies clutched in her free hand like she was headed to the gallows. The woman needed to relax. He’d hoped to do that with the sex, not that he needed a motive for that, but apparently he’d only reminded her of the countdown…and the end.


    No wonder she looked like someone kicked her dog.


    Or like anyone who had ever eaten her cooking.


    He unlocked his apartment and gestured for her to enter first. She did so, but hesitantly.


    “It’s not dangerous in here. I promise.” He paused to point out the damage she’d caused to his ceiling. The water stain was huge, the spot of flaking plaster considerably smaller. “Except there.”


    To her credit, she looked slightly horrified. “I did that?”


    “Yep, and maintenance has promised to be up here for repairs within the next six months, but if it actually caves, they’ll try to move me up a day or two.”


    She averted her gaze from the ceiling to him. Aghast, she asked, “Is that even legal?”


    He shrugged. “It’s classified as a water stain. They probably don’t have to fix it at all. Make yourself at home. I’ll be right back.” He headed for the bathroom and felt about ten times better after he brushed his teeth. It really was the little things. He had no idea how she’d screwed up a boxed brownie mix, but she’d done so beautifully. They tasted like bark. Hot bark.


    He wiped his mouth on a towel and exited to find her standing where he’d left her. Clearly she’d decided not to get comfortable. The place might be a touch Spartan—mostly leather, hardwood, and electronics—but it was clean. Other than the spot on the ceiling. But they’d already established that was her fault. “You ready?”


    She raised a skeptical brow. “Aren’t you forgetting something?”


    “Am I?”


    “Your mother’s spoon?”


    Ah, shit. “I guess having you so close to my bedroom made me forget.”


    Her brow lifted. “And what percentage of the population of New York has not heard that line?”


    He inwardly winced. “I thought that was my selling point. Experience, I mean.”


    “You’re right.” She sighed. “I should remember that.”


    Her agreement hit him straight in the gut. “What does that mean?”


    “Nothing.”


    He touched her arm. “No, no nothing. Something’s wrong, and it has been since date five became a thing.”


    A dozen shadows passed over her face before she seemed to settle on one. “I just have a hard time telling what’s real and what the lines are.”


    He took the brownies out of her hand and placed them on the counter—with any luck, she’d forget them—and took her hands. “No lines. None. I’m not going to lie to you,” he said uber-solemnly. “Not even for sex.”


    Her brow quirked. “You went to the opera with me.”


    “But did I pretend I wanted to be there?”


    Now she laughed. “No.”


    “I rest my case,” he said, grateful for the lighter mood. He didn’t trust himself to examine anything below the surface—not hers and definitely not his. “You can trust me,” he said. “Now let’s get moving.”


    He took her hand and headed for the door, only to be dragged to a stop. “Your spoon?”


    “Oh, yeah.”


    Her eyes narrowed. “And my brownies.”


    Fuck.


    Fifteen minutes later, he handed the whole batch to his three brothers. And smiled, because he knew they were about to give him hell. Nothing like a preemptive strike, and this one ranked right up there with Hiroshima.


    “Kelsie,” Sawyer said once they were inside, “meet Ethan, Liam, Crosby, and Estelle. Crosby will probably never see you because his eyes have yet to be surgically removed from Estelle, who is nevertheless the best thing to ever happen to him, but I thought you might want to know his name anyway. And this,” he added as his parents approached, “is my dad, Russell, and my mom, Alice.”


    His mom and dad both greeted her warmly, then his mom excused herself to the kitchen. Crosby glared, but to his credit he was the next to stand and greet Kelsie. “Not to steal one of Sawyer’s lines, but I have to say I have no idea what you’re doing with my brother.”


    Kelsie winced over Crosby’s use of lines. Sawyer made a mental note to punch him later. Hard. In the face. “She’s just a friend,” he said, and immediately felt like a jerk. But what was he supposed to say? She couldn’t get a date, so she settled for him?


    Ethan’s gaze jerked to Sawyer in surprise, and Sawyer prayed he’d keep his mouth shut.


    Unfortunately, Liam didn’t. “A platonic friend?”


    “Sawyer doesn’t know the meaning of that word,” Crosby reminded the group.


    “Boys!” Alice warned from the other room.


    Russell cleared his throat. “Alice usually offers the apologies around here,” he said, “but since she’s indisposed with the kitchen, I’ll go ahead and say I do hope you’ll excuse these boys.” In a stage whisper he added, “They take after their mother.”


    From the kitchen, Alice called, “You should be so lucky.”


    Kelsie covered her mouth, her bright-eyed gaze full of laughter. Sawyer loved how happy she looked, but he couldn’t help wondering who that was for. She certainly hadn’t been so cheerful when she was alone with him.


    Russell smiled at Kelsie, and Sawyer had to appreciate his old man’s lack of the obvious, blatant questions on which Crosby, Ethan, and Liam seemed to thrive. Sawyer might deserve it—he was typically the one pulling the punches—but Kelsie certainly didn’t. Although, if his brothers knew she shared their opinion of his sex life, no doubt they’d bond, and he didn’t like that thought. Not at all. As it was, she seemed to be looking a little too hard in the direction of the two youngest of the group. Hell, Ethan had already married once, and he was definitely a devoted, one-woman man. He was probably exactly the kind of guy she wanted.


    “What do you do, Kelsie?” Russell asked, dragging Sawyer from his thoughts.


    “Other than Sawyer,” Liam snickered.


    “Liam Chase,” Alice warned. “Enough.”


    But Kelsie was smiling. “I’m a digital strategist,” she said. “I advise firms on ways to maximize their online presence.”


    Crosby nudged Estelle. “That’s right up Grady’s alley,” he said, referring to her brother, who, between his tech work for Fusion and likely position as future brother-in-law, was practically a fifth Chase. “Maybe we should introduce them.”


    “Grady is a tech writer and computer expert,” Sawyer said darkly, even though he’d entertained the thought himself. But that was before. “This isn’t anywhere near his alley.”


    “They both use computers,” Crosby said mildly.


    “Who the hell doesn’t?” Sawyer snapped. Kelsie was oh-so-innocently eyeballing his fucking brothers, and now Crosby wanted to sic her on yet another guy?


    But wasn’t that the point?


    Sawyer was suddenly exceptionally glad Grady was out of town. Estelle had been trying to find him a woman apparently since birth, and the family was jumping on the Grady-Kelsie bandwagon a little too quickly for Sawyer’s taste. And it wasn’t like he could argue. He’d just said she was only a friend.


    “Hey, Kelsie,” Sawyer said tersely. “My mom is an excellent cook. Maybe you could go to the kitchen with her and pick up a thing or two.”


    Estelle’s jaw dropped, which kind of surprised Sawyer. He hadn’t realized she’d looked away from Crosby, although he could see why hearing her brother’s name linked to Kelsie’s would distract her. Glaring at Sawyer, she said, “You did not.”


    “Did not what?” Sawyer met her challenge head-on. It wasn’t like he was going to tell the room, Oh, by the way, I’m supposed to make her some other guy’s wet dream come true, so she really needs to be less scary in the kitchen. He prayed Kelsie would get what he was saying, but her glare nearly matched Estelle’s, so he leaned close and whispered, “Consider it a much-needed lesson.”


    Before she could respond, Estelle stood and snagged Kelsie by the elbow. “Let’s go help in the kitchen, and not because of what he just said.”


    “Watch her close,” Sawyer called after them.


    Estelle shot Sawyer a look of pure annoyance as she disappeared with Kelsie. His mom’s house had an open floor plan, but a couple of necessary kitchen elements provided a corner for some respite from the crowd. To that end, he was surprised his mom hadn’t by now turned the kitchen into a fortress, but she had a thing about keeping the whole family together, as if they didn’t see each other enough during the week.


    “What the hell was that?” Liam asked.


    Ethan, Sawyer noted, averted his eyes.


    “She’s lives in my apartment building, and she has flat out refused to sleep with me. Any more questions?” The lie hung bitterly in the room, and he wasn’t sure anyone believed him. But he’d rather they question him than her, and what was more, he was not going to discuss his sex life in a group setting, let alone one that included his parents and his…upstairs neighbor.


    “Yeah,” Crosby said. “I have a question. Why are you hanging out with her if she won’t sleep with you?”


    Russell’s brow shot up.


    “Must be the challenge,” Liam said.


    “Boys,” Russell said. “Have some respect. At least for Kelsie.”


    Sawyer barely heard him. Liam’s words hit a little too close to home. Fortunately, Ethan chose that moment to pop a brownie into his mouth. He chewed for a moment, his expression growing more wary by the second. Before too long, he stopped chewing altogether.


    “Was this supposed to be eaten?” he finally asked, bewildered.


    Sawyer tried not to laugh. He failed. It was a good thing Kelsie wasn’t there to see his brother’s face. He didn’t mind giving her a hard time, but that was his job to do. Not Crosby’s, not Ethan’s, and not Liam’s.


    His.


    For two more dates, anyway. Because he wasn’t what she needed, and the sooner they got this stupid dating game over with and ended things between them, the better.


    For them both.


    …


    Kelsie studied the roomy, ultramodern kitchen teeming with scrumptious smells and friendly faces and felt miles from her apartment.


    And confused. Sawyer had completely failed to mention that his brothers were equally insanely hot versions of himself, each with the same intense green eyes. One was clearly taken, but the other two might be available. Not that it mattered. Hi. You’re ripped and those eyes slay me, so if you’re free to accompany me to this wedding, we’ll just pretend that sex I had with your brother never happened.


    Not. Awkward. At. All.


    “I hope those boys didn’t bother you too much,” Alice said. As she spoke, she tended to food cooking on five of the six burners on her stove, and whatever was in the oven emanated a smell to die for. Just to the side of the cooktop, two pans of outrageously fluffy yeast rolls sat waiting for the oven.


    No wonder Sawyer thought Kelsie was a disaster.


    “After dealing with Sawyer all week,” she said, “it would take more than that to get to me.”


    Alice returned a knowing smile. Already, Kelsie found her impossible not to like. She exuded warmth, making Kelsie feel at home despite being completely out of her element anywhere near a kitchen. She was outspoken and friendly and could clearly hold her own against her husband and four boys, and must have done so handily because she looked far too young to be their mother, not that there could be any doubt. She looked just like them.


    “How did you and Sawyer meet?” Estelle asked.


    At the question, Alice slowed whatever she was doing to the saucepan to a near standstill.


    “We, uh, live in the same building. I had a plumbing emergency, and he helped me out.”


    “Ironic,” Estelle said. “I met Crosby when I was apartment-sitting for my brother and the air conditioner quit. Actually it caught on fire, then quit.” She laughed. “I guess it’s a good thing these guys are handy.”


    “Sawyer’s great with his hands,” Alice said, her voice full of a mother’s pride, potential double entendre apparently undetected.


    Estelle snorted. “So we’ve heard.”


    Alice paused a moment, then shook her head as she apparently caught the reference. “Oh, to be young again. Do you like to cook, Kelsie?”


    Kelsie faltered, not just because she was a kitchen disaster, but because after fifteen minutes in the house—or at least five in the kitchen—she felt…accepted. And in some stupid little corner of her mind, she could see herself belonging there. The impossibility of that sent a pang through her. After sleeping with Sawyer, there was no way she’d actually hook up with one of his brothers, which meant this warm family moment would have to exist in her memory. She swallowed. “Not even close. I actually shouldn’t be anywhere near your kitchen.”


    “All the more reason to be in it,” Alice said firmly. “How about you make the gravy?”


    Kelsie took an actual step back. She’d seen enough Food Network holiday programming to know she should be even further from the gravy than she should the kitchen. “Isn’t the gravy the hardest part? And pretty much the most important?”


    Alice smiled. “Which is why you start there. Although, to be honest, it’s not difficult at all.”


    Kelsie and Estelle exchanged looks. Estelle’s was much closer to amusement than Kelsie suspected her own was, but it was clear there was no getting out of this gravy thing. “All right,” she said. “But you’re going to have to talk me through.”


    Fifteen minutes later, Kelsie had produced the best gravy she’d ever tasted. It simmered on the stove, no idea how close it had come to a horrid existence, and she couldn’t help but smile. She felt a little…proud. “Sawyer is never going to believe I made this,” she said.


    “Are you kidding me?” Estelle exclaimed. “He’s going to fall in love.”


    Kelsie’s gaze jerked.


    “With the gravy?” Estelle quickly added, her expression laced with alarm. “Only with the gravy.”


    Kelsie stared blankly, a bit taken aback by her own reaction. Clearly, this had gotten out of hand. She couldn’t even take a joke, not that she’d ever been accused of having a sense of humor. She thrived on stress…but she hadn’t lately. She’d been having fun. She wasn’t sure what was more pathetic…that’d she had so thoroughly enjoyed the last week without realizing it, or that she was such a dud and a stress case that actually being able to relax made mental headlines.


    Estelle, clearly having sensed Kelsie’s lack of breathing room, grabbed a stack of plates and nodded toward the tableware. “Give me a hand?”


    Kelsie took the pile of utensils already folded into cloth napkins and followed Estelle to the table near the front of the house, diagonal from the corner occupied by the Chase men and a big-screen football game. “How long have you and Crosby been dating?”


    Estelle blushed prettily. “Only a couple of months.”


    Estelle’s answer genuinely surprised Kelsie. “I’d never guess you haven’t been a part of this family for years,” she said. “You’re so comfortable here.”


    “That’s pretty much how it works with this family. Once you’re in, you’re in.” Estelle shot a look in the direction of the men. Sawyer, Ethan, and Liam had just stood and were headed for the back of the house, and Kelsie watched in appreciation, a little annoyed with herself when she realized she only had one brother in her sights. Estelle edged closer to Kelsie and spoke under her breath. “You know, you aren’t Sawyer’s usual type, and that’s absolutely a compliment. I mean, I can’t see your legs or your nipples.”


    Kelsie nearly choked on a burst of barely restrained laughter. “That’s…horrible.”


    “Not for you, it isn’t. He’s really a great guy. A little too into himself, but it’s not hard to see how he got that way. The women love him.”


    Kelsie rolled her eyes. “So I’ve heard.”


    “He just needs the right one,” Estelle said lightly.


    “He needs to keep looking.”


    Estelle rested her hand on the back of a chair. “So there’s really nothing between you?”


    “Nothing like that.” Kelsie hesitated, not quite willing to admit she’d needed dating tips. “Nothing romantic.”


    Wasn’t that the truth?


    Estelle’s brow lifted. “That’s not shocking. From what I understand, romance isn’t a thing he does.”


    “Maybe one day he’ll meet someone,” Kelsie said. “To be honest, I think he brought me here because I can’t cook.”


    “Well, you just made a fantastic gravy, so he’s officially wrong.” Estelle paused, her brow quirked. “When did the two of you meet?”


    “A week ago Friday. Why?”


    “Because he literally hasn’t stepped foot in the bar since about a week ago Friday. Ethan and Liam were talking about that when Crosby and I got here.”


    That funny little all things Sawyer wiggle shot through Kelsie’s chest. “This is noteworthy?”


    “Nine days?” Estelle scoffed. “Are you kidding me? I’m surprised it’s not on TMZ.”


    “Maybe he’s been hanging out somewhere else,” Kelsie said as she situated the silverware on the table beside the plates Estelle had placed.


    Estelle shot her a knowing look. “He has. With you.”


    “Dinner will be ready in fifteen minutes,” Alice called. “Rolls are going in now.”


    “The boys just went out back to check that spot on the roof,” Russell replied. He had his back to them, his attention fixed on the football game.


    “Why don’t you tell them?” Estelle said to Kelsie. “Alice’s gardens are amazing, and that’s coming from a landscape architect. It’s definitely worth a trip back there.”


    “Okay,” Kelsie said. “I’d love to see them.” Amazing wasn’t a typical factor in New York City backyards, when they even existed, but while her curiosity was piqued, she also hoped for a minute with Sawyer. He’d been a bit distant since they’d walked through the door, which was expected under the circumstances, but she missed having that sexy, miscreant smile trained on her.


    “I think you’d love to see him,” Estelle said with a knowing look. “But the backyard is definitely worth a look. You should have seen it over the summer.”


    “Maybe next year,” Kelsie said without thinking.


    Ouch.


    Estelle’s brow raised.


    Kelsie walked away, blushing. She headed down the hall toward the back of the house, expecting to find Sawyer outside, but halfway down, she heard his voice. “Don’t even look at her, man.”


    Her heart bloomed at the territorial edge to his voice.


    “Her girlfriend potential is pegged at zero,” he continued in the same cocky tone that, seconds before, had given her a serious case of the warm and fuzzies. “Granted, she’s hot as hell, but not even that makes her worth your time.”


    Stunned, Kelsie took a step back and felt for the reassuring presence of the wall. Hot tears pricked her eyes, but a couple of hard blinks took care of that.


    It wasn’t like she expected more from him. It wasn’t like she wanted more. But she did want to be respected, damn it.


    And damn him.


    She straightened and returned to the family room long enough to swipe one of her brownies. She made enough noise walking back to Sawyer to warn him of her approach, lest he have any other opinions to spew, and found him with Liam and Ethan, both of whom had the decency to look a bit embarrassed. But not Sawyer. He looked, as ever, like the cat that ate the pathetic, trusting, hopeful canary, but she had something better for him.


    “I brought you a brownie,” she said sweetly, then shoved it into his mouth. “Enjoy.”

  


  
    Chapter Thirteen


    If looks could kill, Sawyer would be toast. Burnt toast. He could only assume Kelsie had overheard him telling his brothers to back off by the fact that she’d tried to maim him with one of her brownies, but she’d refused to talk about it since.


    That, or anything else.


    Brownie incident aside, he hadn’t realized she was upset until the ride home. At his parents’ house, she’d seemed to have a good time and definitely had found a friend in Estelle, but she’d spared him few words. He just hadn’t realized how few until it was just the two of them and dead, utter silence.


    When they entered the elevator of their apartment building, he hesitated over which button to push. “Want to hang out at my place?”


    “No,” she said tersely. “I have some work to catch up on.”


    “So I’m guessing you don’t want company?”


    She glared. Which, if nothing else, made it clear he wasn’t her company of choice.


    “Listen,” he said, pressing the buttons for his floor and hers. “What you heard—”


    She sighed. “It’s fine. I get it. I appreciate you not telling them you were hired to make me dateable. Let’s just leave it at that, okay?”


    He winced over the word “hired.” He wanted to argue or at least explain why he’d said what he said, but she didn’t look amused. She looked…defeated.


    “The gravy was good,” he said. “My mom said you were a natural.”


    “Your mom gave me a whisk and told me to stir.”


    The doors slid open on his floor. He stepped in front, blocking them. “I have faith in you. Why don’t you feed me tomorrow night? You know what they say about the way to a man’s heart.”


    “What? That it’s through his rib cage?”


    “Or, less violently, through his stomach.” He shifted uncomfortably. Why couldn’t he and she get on the same page? The only thing they seemed to get right was staying on the opposite sides of battle. That and sex. “Look,” he said. “I’m willing to try your cooking again. If that isn’t a leap of faith, I don’t know what is.”


    “You’re not helping.” She sighed. “But okay, it’s your funeral. I’ll cook, and we’ll be one step closer to putting this behind us. Fantastic idea,” she said, her voice dripping with sarcasm. “Tomorrow night. Seven?”


    He cringed inwardly at her interpretation and again at the stark reality of what he’d just signed up for. As long as they had time to order takeout after, he’d be fine. But that didn’t seem to be the smartest reply, so he simply said, “I’ll be there.”


    He eased back out of the way and watched her disappear behind the sliding doors. And he stood there for a long time. Long enough for the doors to pop back open when the car returned. He stepped out of the way and nodded a greeting to his neighbors, then stood there wondering if he should go upstairs and explain. He really wasn’t used to dealing with…feelings. And oddly enough, that made him feel empty inside.


    His carefree life held one consequence he’d yet to consider: no one cared.


    No one until Kelsie.


    And he wasn’t sure what to do with that, so he went home.


    Alone.


    …


    Kelsie sighed and pushed her ruined gravy to a cold burner at the back of the stove. She clicked off the heat and frowned. What had she been thinking? Ever since her sink turned into a geyser and landed her in the arms of a very wet, sexy downstairs neighbor, the question had become the story of her life. Now they were back where they’d started, full circle, because he had this idea that she’d learned enough in one afternoon with his mother to pull off that home-cooked meal she’d ruined the first time.


    It seemed ages ago.


    “Seriously, Marmaduke. What was I thinking?”


    The sleeping dog lifted his head slightly, then plopped right back down, all without cracking an eyelid.


    Nice.


    A knock rattled the door.


    Even better.


    She glanced at her shirt to make sure she wasn’t covered in the evidence of yet another disaster of a meal, then opened the door.


    And stopped breathing.


    Sawyer stood there looking unfairly gorgeous in a suit. And holding the biggest bunch of flowers she’d ever seen outside of a florist’s shop.


    “Are we going to the opera again?” she asked.


    Immediately, his expression turned to worry. “Would you like to?”


    “I’m not sure we’re allowed back.” She didn’t bother telling him there were other venues—ones in which they had not nearly had sex. She nodded toward the flowers. “I think my sister has fewer flowers planned for her wedding.”


    At the mention of her sister’s wedding, his face fell a notch, but he didn’t mention the wedding or her date…or lack thereof. And it was then she realized just how much their agreement had backfired. Making plans with another guy while “dating” Sawyer, however artificially, felt wrong.


    She wanted him.


    “Hopefully you won’t decide to kick them into the hallway,” he joked.


    She managed a weak grin as she accepted the bouquet and stepped out of the doorway so he could come inside. “Just don’t give me a reason. God, Sawyer, this must have cost you a fortune.”


    “Rule number…whatever we’re on. Don’t second-guess a gift unless you want to make a guy feel like he’s done something wrong.”


    “Maybe I just want to distract you from what became of the meal I cooked,” she said warily. Dazed. She wanted him. How could she after what he’d said to his brothers? He was the opposite of what she wanted. He was…not living up to his well-earned reputation. Estelle said he hadn’t been to his usual haunt, picking up women, and Kelsie hadn’t seen him stumble out of the elevator with anyone but her. But that didn’t mean anything had changed. Just that he was respectful enough of her not to have sex with anyone else.


    At least not yet.


    “I’m sure the food is fine. But if you want distraction,” he said with a grin, “I can absolutely provide distraction.” He took back the flowers and put them on the table, then walked her backwards until the backs of her legs touched the sofa. “The best kind of distraction.”


    “Don’t those flowers need water? And…my…gravy…” His lips on her skin made finishing the thought impossible.


    “I think,” he said, “we need to take this time to consider a few important skills that might come in handy in the future.”


    “For someone else?”


    His eyes darkened, and for a moment she regretted the jab. Then he said, “Sweetheart, give me thirty seconds, and I guarantee you won’t be thinking about anyone else.”


    She shook her head. “I think the problem was you thinking about someone else.”


    “Actually,” he countered, “I think it’s you thinking about me thinking about someone else.”


    “Are you?” she asked. Shyly. Stupidly. Because there was only one answer she wanted to hear, and she wasn’t sure it was the one he would give.


    But he did.


    “You,” he said. “Only you. All the time you.”


    “I don’t want to hear your lines,” she said. “I’d rather you just come right out and say you wanted me because you were bored or didn’t have other options, rather than pretend I’m your first choice.”


    “I always have options,” he said, oh-so-helpfully. “But I’m not pretending. I told you that.”


    “And then you practically shoved your brothers away from me, one by one.”


    To his credit, he faltered. “What was I supposed to say? You couldn’t get a date and begged me to help you out?”


    She scowled. “You could have said I’m a friend with definite girlfriend potential.”


    His eyes darkened. “Well, I’m sorry, but I wanted to enjoy our last two dates without feeling like a placeholder for someone else. Is that what you wanted? For me to hook you up with one of my brothers?”


    Yeah. Not really. Maybe about ten orgasms ago, but that ship had sailed. She folded her arms across her chest, determined to put some kind of wall between them. “You also told me you don’t date.”


    “Yet I clearly committed to seven. And you need to relax. I have an idea for that.”


    “I just bet you do.” Sarcasm littered her tone.


    Before she’d finished the sentence, he pulled something out of his pocket. She’d barely figured out he held a condom before he tossed it her way. She caught it, barely, and stared.


    “Put it on me,” he said.


    “What?”


    “Condom. On. Now.” He grinned devilishly. “If, of course, you accept the challenge.”


    “You want me to…do that?”


    “It’s a basic life skill,” he said with a hapless shrug. “You have to know how to use them. It’s one of those things every responsible adult should know.”


    She rolled her eyes. “Fine.”


    He offered no help, leaving her to unzip his pants and drag out his erection. He hissed when her hands made contact, so she grinned and took her sweet time moving up and down his shaft.


    “That’s not part of proper application technique,” he said.


    “Sorry,” she lied.


    “Are you wet?”


    She eased her palms along his length. “That’s not proper conversation for the kitchen.”


    “I think we’re closer to the sofa than the sink. And if you’re not, tell me now.”


    With an exaggerated sigh, she released him and tore into the condom. She’d only managed to roll it about halfway down his shaft before he scooped her up and tossed her onto the sofa, tearing at her clothes as he came down on top of her. In one swift motion, he rolled the rest of the condom on and plunged inside her.


    “Shit, you’re wet.”


    She wriggled her hips and pretended she didn’t already see an entire constellation of stars. “And getting bored.”


    Surprise hit his eyes, then was lost to a smirk. “Challenge accepted?”


    “Yes,” she whispered. But he was already driving inside her, his hips rocking so hard the sofa squeaked and edged across the hardwood. She realized he had one foot on the ground and made a mental note to compliment his use of leverage because Christ she was dizzy. She fumbled with the buttons of his shirt, only half seeing them through the blur of sex, then gave up and shoved her hands under the hem and held on. She probably left claw marks in his back for days, but the feeling of holding on to him, the muscles of his back and ass flexing and bunching as he throttled hard against her, would be well worth the apology. The air echoed with the smack of skin and someone—probably her—making the kind of noises that would put the opera lady to shame. And then somehow he managed to get a grip on her clit, and his ever so casual grip sent her flailing. Every cliché in the world happened at that moment. Fireworks, starbursts, cannon fire… And her vaginal walls must have squeezed the hell out of Sawyer, because when he came, he jolted so hard against her G-spot that he sent her fumbling down yet another proverbial flight of stairs or into the abyss or depths or whatever the in thing was now.


    He slid off of her and hit the floor. On the way down, he muttered, “Fuck.”


    She laughed. Sort of. Mostly she was gasping for air.


    After a long moment she spent trying to catch her breath, he reached to find her hand and wound his fingers through hers. She peered over the edge of the sofa and was rewarded with a lazy, sated smile that made her feel all gooey inside. “I think you have my pants,” he said.


    She glanced down and found that she’d somehow managed to work her leg into them. “This is unusual,” she said, and immediately regretted it. Unusual for her was probably an everyday thing for him.


    She attempted to kick her leg free and only managed to dislodge a trio of condoms from his pocket, which landed on his chest.


    “I guess you thought I needed a lot of practice,” she muttered.


    Using her hand for leverage, he sat and focused those brilliant green eyes on her. “Baby, you don’t need anything.”


    “Except a date to my sister’s wedding.” Maybe he’d offer. It was, after all, just one date. On a boat. In the harbor.


    But no dice. He completely ignored her reference, instead cradling her face and kissing her so sweetly and thoroughly that she ached all over again. When he broke free, the look in his eyes was not that of a man who’d just had another bout of casual sex on the premise of giving dating tips.


    It was the look of someone who cared.


    It was freaking relationship sex. Sex in which they’d moved furniture and he’d fallen on the floor. And…


    “Tell me my dog is not humping my throw pillow.”


    Sawyer turned to follow her gaze, and sure enough, Marmaduke was going to town on a pillow that had, until very recently, been on the sofa.


    “Is that what I looked like?” Sawyer asked. “Because that’s some nice hip action.”


    “You’re kidding me, right?”


    “Hey, don’t hate. For a little guy with no balls, he’s rocking it.”


    Kelsie rolled her eyes and fell back on the sofa.


    “I’ll be right back, sweetness. Might want to deal with whatever is happening on that stove.”


    Great. It had taken her half the day to make something even remotely resembling what his mother had whipped together in considerably less time, and already she’d ruined the gravy. Now her caramelized onions were probably mush.


    Not. Unlike. Her.


    With a sigh, she stood and made a half-assed attempt to straighten her skirt. She washed her hands in the kitchen sink, then surveyed the damage to the meal. The roast was still in the oven, and it looked okay, but she’d completely forgotten to start the baked potatoes and hadn’t begun to prep the salad. That was probably the one dish she could make, but it hardly counted since it didn’t require heat.


    Her gazed touched on the flowers, and they took her back to the night they’d met. It felt like a lifetime ago, and in truth he’d dominated every moment since. He’d so fully made himself a part of her world that she couldn’t remember what it was like before him. Just her, Marmaduke, and her sister’s endless wedding details. Not that they had much to do with her. As maid of honor, Kelsie probably should have been overrun with obligations, but her sister was such a control freak that she had to handle every detail herself.


    Except the stupid bachelorette party. Kelsie had managed to book the club, but she wasn’t looking forward to attending. There was no way she could ever hit that scene again and not think of Sawyer. Or climb a wall. Or walk her dog. Her little affair—scratch that, arrangement—had ruined everything, and his latest lesson had only proven that. At no previous point in her life had she had sex without some measurable degree of self-doubt, but they’d just gotten tangled and moved furniture across the room while dinner failed and her dog humped a pillow and she ended up with a leg threaded in his pants. Some part of that should have been awkward, but it had been…perfect.


    At least until she started overthinking it, and once it was over, she’d have nothing to do but think. And remember what he said about her to his brothers. She wandered into the bathroom and took out her contacts. She felt a smidge of comfort putting her glasses back on, but the edge of clarity they provided wasn’t enough.


    By the time they’d both reentered the room, she wasn’t sure if she wanted to cry or kick something. “Can I ask you something?” she asked.


    He shrugged. “Sure.”


    She studied his face, so playful and devilish and…warm. God, he was like home, only what would hers be without him in it? Empty. Cold. Inevitable. “How do we go backwards from here?”


    His brow furrowed. “Backwards?”


    “To being strangers. How do I forget what we’ve shared?” She was nearing tears, and she didn’t want that. She didn’t want to care. But she did care, and that pissed her off, not that he deserved it. He’d said from the beginning the only entanglements he did involved sheets. And now he wore that same guarded, pitying expression he had the night they met when she was flailing.


    Back when he’d made a promise to help her find someone.


    She’d never dreamed that someone could be him.


    And it’s not.


    “Kelsie—”


    “Sorry. I forgot. We haven’t shared anything. We’ve hung out. And we’ve fucked.” She let the words hang in the air, stupidly hoping he’d correct them. Soften them. But all he did was stand there and look stricken.


    Well, that was something.


    She reached over and snapped off the heat to the oven. “What, exactly, do you have against relationships?”


    He looked at her for a long time before he responded. His voice meticulously even, he said, “My parents have been married for almost thirty-five years. It’s a little hard on the ol’ expectations.”


    He couldn’t have been vaguer. Her mind scrambled to fill in the blanks, then she realized she didn’t need to fill in anything. The blanks didn’t matter. What did was that he wasn’t giving anyone a chance. He didn’t even want to try. “How are you going to find thirty-five years if your romantic life is nothing more than a series of one-night stands?”


    “I’m not finished,” he said quietly. “My brother Ethan married his high school sweetheart. She died two years later of lymphoma. He was devastated. He still is. It’s been two years, and he’s still eighty percent zombie.”


    Her heart ached at his words. “And with good reason. I’m sure that was absolutely a devastating loss. Most people don’t get married expecting less than forever.”


    “Right. But how many people get it?” He pushed a hand through his hair, adorably tousling it. “Losing Amy destroyed Ethan. And the same thing is going to happen to whichever of my parents is here the longest.”


    “Sawyer, that’s life. That doesn’t mean you run away from it.”


    “I’m not running. I’m facing reality. I don’t want to end up in a bad relationship, and I don’t want to lose a good one. If I go down that road, one of those two things is bound to happen.”


    “So being alone is the answer?”


    “Sweetheart, I’m never alone for long.”


    Cocky bastard. The words stung. Her fault for taking them personally, but she was sleeping with him. And she never once imagined she’d be with a guy who’d look her in the eye and remind her he’d have someone else in his bed soon enough.


    What the hell was she doing?


    Not falling for him. That’s what.


    Fighting to keep her voice steady, she said, “So this is date six, I guess. I learned an alternate way to move furniture and figured out I still can’t cook.”


    The hint of a smile disappeared before it had fully formed. “This wasn’t supposed to be date six.”


    “Maybe it should be date seven. I mean, really, what else do I have to learn?” He opened his mouth, and she held up a hand. “Let me rephrase. You’ve given me a surprisingly decent cache of tips and advice. We’ve had a great time. I’ve learned a lot. In fact, Sunday morning I turned down a date—”


    “Wait. What?” Something surprisingly akin to jealousy sparked in his eyes.


    She shrugged, feigning nonchalance but secretly enjoying his reaction. “I was out walking Marmaduke when I ran into a guy I worked with on a job but couldn’t go out with at the time for professional reasons. That conflict is no longer an issue, so he asked me out.”


    Sawyer’s eyes had darkened to a dangerous hue. “What did you say?”


    “I said it was complicated.”


    “It didn’t occur to you to say you knew just the date and time?” His voice was sour with sarcasm. Or was he mocking her?


    Either way, his reaction angered her. “Are you kidding me? Don’t you think I should let the sweat dry after you’ve fucked me before I accept a date with someone else?”


    “Jesus Christ, Kelsie. All you’ve wanted this whole time is a date with someone else.”


    She wanted to yell no, that at some cruel, pivotal point something had changed. But that didn’t matter, because she sure as hell hadn’t changed him. Oh, he’d tolerated having sex more than once, saint that he was, but he was clearly ready for her to move on. He clearly wasn’t one to let the sweat dry. Silly her for forgetting it. “And you,” she said, “wanted sex. And you got sex, and well before the seventh date. You said yourself, you don’t go back for seconds, and I don’t want to cramp your style. People might start thinking you’re in an actual relationship or something. And with someone with zero girlfriend potential.”


    His eyes burned dark and cold. “Yeah, heaven forbid anyone make the mistake of thinking I goddamned cared about you.”


    Hot tears tore at her eyes, but she forced them back.


    “I think you’re right,” he said as she stood there, dumbstruck because he’d mentioned her and caring all in one sentence. “Screw date seven. Screw all of this. You clearly don’t need anything else from me.”


    “Oh, that’s interesting,” she said, suddenly angry all over again. “Because I don’t know what I’ve gotten except screwed. Dog park? Granted, I hadn’t thought to look for a guy there, but I would have eventually. I proved I’m a damn good dancer, handled the rock wall—and, I might add, you to your great satisfaction—and you braved the opera only to tell me my taste in men sucked and I should only go for guys like you. Then you take me to meet your family, but you didn’t let me talk to your single brothers. But you sure as hell talked to them, didn’t you? Because if I recall correctly, you told them I’m a total waste of time.”


    Sawyer paled visibly, but he stood stoically, without saying a word.


    As if he had a damned thing to say.


    “So you tell me. What exactly have I gotten other than the standard Sawyer Chase fuck-’em-and-leave-’em treatment?”


    He didn’t move, his face a damned concrete mask.


    “I will give you one thing,” she said. She stomped over to the oven and, using a mitt, snatched the roast from the oven. “This is the best damned roast I’ve ever made, so do me a favor and thank your mother for me, would you? At least she did something for me.”


    “I’ll do that.” He leaned to dig through the sofa they’d torn apart and came up with his jacket. “I’m sorry for wasting your damn time. Good-bye, Kelsie.”


    “That’s it? No trophy for me for being the most screwed of all your playthings?” Even as she spat the words, she knew she was wrong. She knew there was more. But he didn’t want it, so it didn’t count. And she wasn’t about to fight for a guy who had only ever fought for the right to run.


    “Yeah. That’s it.” He spoke quietly. Stared hard. Made it look so final. And over. “That’s all I am and all I do, or have you forgotten?”


    “I haven’t forgotten anything, Sawyer. I have no idea how I ever will.”


    “Yeah,” he said. “Me, too. Bye, Kelsie. It’s been real.”


    Me, too? What the hell was that supposed to mean?


    She didn’t get to ask. By the time she’d blinked through the tears that made the room swim and her glasses fog, he’d walked the short distance to the door. He left without a backward glance, slamming the door so hard, the wall shook.


    The roast hit the door seconds later. Marmaduke trotted over to sniff it. Then, instead of digging into a very expensive cut of beef, he nudged it aside and sat by the door.


    Whimpering.


    When it hit her that Sawyer was really gone, Kelsie dropped to the floor and did the same.

  


  
    Chapter Fourteen


    By the evening of Jana’s bachelorette party, Kelsie hadn’t forgotten Sawyer, but she’d at least managed to push him from the forefront of her mind. Mostly. Sort of. Okay, so she thought of little else, but at least the logical side of her brain had come to the conclusion that the sooner she found something else to do, the better.


    The problem was she didn’t want to do anything else.


    She only wanted to do him.


    Which had her thinking she needed to focus a little less on finding something perfect and a little more on living for the moment. Having an eye on her future was one thing…keeping both hands gripped on the wheel and being too terrified to look five degrees to the left was another. She’d been uptight her entire life, and as an adult that had made it almost impossible for her to have any fun. Sawyer made her realize how much she’d missed and that maybe she’d had her eye on the wrong ball the whole time. Unfortunately, that just took her right back to wanting him, but she’d live.


    She’d have to.


    Kelsie and Jana had never been close, but their dating brothers had given her an artificial sense of bonding. Maybe the same had happened with Sawyer, but that didn’t make her feel better. Not even as she watched her sister laugh it up across a very crowded club with her friends, celebrating a relationship and a new beginning while Kelsie mourned one that hadn’t really existed to begin with.


    Yeah, that really didn’t make her feel better. She doubted anything could. Maybe she would have to make herself feel better. Maybe she’d have to try one of Sawyer’s tricks to get herself noticed, and with any luck she’d be able to forget about what’s-his-face, who hadn’t been able to get away from her fast enough. The fact that Jana had chosen the very bar at which Sawyer had introduced Kelsie to a dance floor was a sick twist of fate she chose not to examine, not that it was any great mystery. The club made the hottest-in-NY list thirteen weeks running, or so her sister had informed her, making it the place to be, and if not for a large party canceling their reservation literally moments before Kelsie called about the bachelorette party, they’d have been somewhere else. But no such luck. Although, the upside was she’d found someone willing to dance with her there once before, and odds were she could do it again.


    She’d just begun a halfhearted visual tour of the crowd when Jana approached, giggling and unsteadily holding a shot glass. “You have to try this!”


    Kelsie took the shot with absolutely no intention of consuming it. “You said you didn’t want to overdo it. Remember?”


    “I’m fine,” Jana insisted. “The schrippers are here. You didn’t tell me there were schrippers!”


    Kelsie needed a full ten seconds to decipher. “There aren’t strippers.”


    Jana waved an unsteady arm at a group of guys now completely surrounded by Jana’s friends, none of whom Kelsie really knew. “They said they’d dance for us.”


    Kelsie almost laughed. Unfortunately, it would be a long time before any of this was amusing. To Jana, she said, “I’m sure they will, honey. Just remember the photos will make it back to your future husband before you will, so behave.”


    “Nah. He told me to have fun.”


    “They never mean that.”


    “What do you know? You’re shingle.”


    Yeah, that was her. Shingle. As her sister tottered off to lie all over a guy who was not her intended, Kelsie realized single didn’t have to be a bad thing. It was definitely uncomplicated. Way less complicated than wondering if your bride-to-be was trying to cram her hand down some random guy’s pants, and she could only imagine what was going on at the bachelor party.


    By contrast, being alone was just freaking dandy. And she might as well enjoy it. The next time she caught a guy looking at her, she took Sawyer’s advice and offered a slow smile, only somewhat awkwardly dragging her hand from her breast to her hip as she dropped her gaze to New Guy’s zipper. By the time she worked her way back up to his eyes, he was halfway over to her. What’s-his-face knew his shit.


    The guy didn’t bother with introductions. No complications. Where had she heard that before? But he did take her hand and very nicely asked, “Want to dance?”


    She hesitated, but no, she was doing this. “I’d love to,” she said.


    And she did…right up until the moment she saw Sawyer sitting at a table situated against a wall bathed in shadows.


    With a blonde in his lap.


    …


    Sawyer had been too busy staring at Kelsie to realize the blonde was on his shit until it was too late. But what did it matter? Kelsie had made it clear she was done with him.


    So why wasn’t he over her?


    And why did he want this woman off his lap…and that jerk’s hands off his girl?


    His. Girl.


    What the absolute fuck?


    He’d dragged Ethan to the bar hoping to help his brother live a little and to get his own mind off Kelsie, and that had backfired in the worst way. He had no blessed idea how or why she would have ended up there, but he wasn’t going to sit around and wonder.


    Not. A. Chance.


    He stood, dislodging the blonde from her one-sided perch on his lap, and made his way closer to Kelsie. She didn’t look in his direction, and he wasn’t sure if she knew he was near. Which meant he had no idea if the show she was putting on was for him or for the asshat who had his hands in all the wrong places. Sawyer knew how those moves translated to the bedroom, so he couldn’t blame the guy, but that didn’t make him any less inclined to punch him in the face.


    Fortunately, he didn’t have to. The song ended, and apparently whatever expression Sawyer wore was enough to make a claim, because the guy split. And before Sawyer could blink, some other guy was talking to her.


    Fuck. On the cusp of breaking in and raising hell, Sawyer took a step back. And then another. And then he just watched her move, and he remembered when she was his.


    Two damned days ago.


    It felt like no time. It felt like forever.


    It felt utterly fucking wrong.


    Her moves now didn’t rival what she’d done to him their first night there, and that gave him a jolt of satisfaction that should have shamed him, but it didn’t. Instead, he saw her curves and the tease of her dress—a new one, he was pretty sure—and that took him back to the warmth of her skin. To the heat in her eyes when he’d spun her around and held her. She wasn’t wearing her glasses now, and to his surprise he kind of missed them. He missed her. He’d been the luckiest guy in the room, and he couldn’t offer her a thing. Because as much as he wanted to grab her, kiss her, and say he wanted all of his one-night stands to be with her, he couldn’t. He couldn’t steal this chance from her.


    He didn’t know this new and unfamiliar side of himself. He didn’t know what it meant, or who he was. Just that loving her was a promise he couldn’t make.


    And she deserved more.


    So much for his plan to avoid getting hurt. She wasn’t even his girl, and losing her hurt like a bitch. Which meant he’d either been right about her deserving a better man or really fucking wrong about giving her up. But the result was the same.


    He hit the bar and made sure his tab was clear, then—with a distant, dismissive nod to his bewildered brother—gave the area in which he’d last seen Kelsie a wide berth. Maybe she was having fun.


    Maybe he’d just go home and drink.


    Which was precisely what he was doing when someone buzzed his apartment an hour later. He ignored it. Ever since Kelsie had all but thrown him out of her apartment, he’d been mad at the world. He managed to get his work done without scaring the customers, but he’d blown off everyone else. Almost. He’d spoken to Liam, hoping he’d spread the word that he didn’t need an intervention, all the while grateful Crosby was too busy building a new home and business with Estelle to ride him about his attitude. And Ethan he’d just dodged, because he didn’t need to hear his sanctimonious shit. Tonight had been a mistake—no second opinion needed.


    The buzzing didn’t go away, but Sawyer did his best to ignore it. After a good ten minutes, the noise stopped, only to be replaced moments later by a knock on the door. That, too, went unanswered. At least it did until the door swung open.


    Ethan walked in, shutting the door behind himself like he planned to stay.


    Sawyer glanced up, then quickly averted his eyes. “Who let you in the building?”


    “Some woman on her way out.”


    Sawyer rolled his eyes. Not a good idea when you’ve downed half a twelve-pack, but Ethan didn’t need to know that, either. The couple he’d had at the club were evidence enough. “Well, that clears it up.”


    Ethan shot him a look. “It wasn’t Kelsie, so what do you care?”


    “Point taken. Also, you’re an asshole.”


    “Says the guy who dragged me to that stupid club then left me there. Thank you for that, by the way. Now when are you going to get off your ass and fix this thing with her?”


    “When I run out of beer.” Sawyer swirled the liquid in the bottle, then held it up to the light. Almost down to suds. “And when she runs out of other guys to dance with.”


    Ethan snatched the bottle out of Sawyer’s hand. “Consider yourself out.”


    “Christ, man.” Sawyer snapped down the recliner’s leg rest, his every intention to stand up to his brother. But gravity shifted, so he thought better of that plan. Instead he glared. “Who elected you camp counselor?”


    “Be straight with me, Sawyer. What’s going on?”


    “She wanted a date,” he said.


    “This was a problem?”


    “She wanted a date on a yacht.”


    Ethan frowned. “You’ve been like this for two days because she wanted to go on a yacht?”


    “She didn’t want to go with me,” he said, conveniently leaving out the part where he didn’t do boats. It wasn’t as if Ethan didn’t know, but Sawyer wasn’t in the mood to be called out on that. “She wanted some picket-fence type who was ready to settle down.”


    “So she broke up with you?”


    “There was no breaking up. There was no together. It was me teaching her how to be irresistible to men.”


    “Looks like you accomplished that.”


    “Jesus Christ. No one asked you.”


    “You don’t need to ask me. I’m dealing with your shit all day at work, so I’ve earned my right to an opinion.”


    “All due respect, you’ve had one girlfriend your entire life, and it was perfect from day one. I’m so goddamned sorry you lost her. You have no idea. But you don’t know anything about what’s going on here. You’ve never had to fight a day in your life to make a woman believe you fucking loved her.”


    Ethan’s brow cocked. “Are we talking about me or you?”


    Sawyer glared. It didn’t send his brother from the room like he hoped. Finally he relented. “I don’t do relationships. I fuck, and I move on. That’s my life.”


    “I’ve noticed,” Ethan said dryly. “I think we all have.”


    “It’s not complicated that way. I hate complications.”


    Ethan’s mouth twisted. “And Kelsie is a complication?”


    “I don’t hate Kelsie,” he said, not really answering the question.


    “Then what’s the problem?”


    “She thinks I used her for sex.”


    “And you didn’t?” Ethan scoffed.


    “Fuck you.”


    “God, you’re dense. Did you ever once say or do anything to make her think you wanted more than sex?”


    Sawyer met his brother’s accusing eyes. “I did more than sleep with her. Does that count?”


    “Does she know?”


    Sawyer shook his head. “No, she doesn’t know. Because I can’t do it, Ethan. I can’t do it.”


    “You can’t do what?”


    “I can’t fucking become you.”


    Ethan actually took a step back, and the apartment seemed to echo with the aftermath of the words.


    “What,” Ethan asked tersely, “is so wrong with me?”


    Sawyer threw out his hands and immediately thought of Kelsie. God, it was contagious. “You tell me,” he said to his brother. “Tell any of us. You’re not alive, man. You’re just…there. You exist, and we’re all thankful we have that much, but you jumped in the goddamned hole after Amy. And for what?”


    By then, Ethan had his back turned. Quietly, he said, “You don’t love someone like that and forget.”


    “No one is asking you to forget but think. You love hard, brother. Don’t you believe you should share that with someone else? Christ. Even Grady has signed up for some online-dating shit.”


    Ethan turned around. “Yeah, well, Grady likes computers more than I do. And you’re one to talk. Has it ever occurred to you that you might have more to offer a woman than sex? As a matter of fact, maybe that’s your fucking problem. Maybe you just see women as a receptacle for your dick.” Ethan shot him a dark look. “Respect. Look it up.”


    “I respect Kelsie,” Sawyer said. “Might have been the first time I ever went out with a girl and didn’t have sex with her on the first date. Or the second. And I’ve never even been on a third date, but we didn’t have sex then. Nope. Made it all the way to the fourth date—the fucking opera—before I even touched her there. So don’t tell me I don’t respect her, because I’ve never respected anyone more.”


    Ethan gave a nod of approval in response to Sawyer’s babbling. “Good for you,” Ethan said. “Now does she know that?”


    “What difference does it make? She’s done.” To Ethan’s raised brow, he added, “She asked me to leave, and she was probably right. I’m not that guy she wants.”


    “I think you’re missing the point, brother.”


    “Which is?”


    “Whether you want to be the guy she wants.”


    “I’m not.” When Ethan’s brow furrowed, Sawyer caved and told him the rest. “There’s a boat. I’m too afraid to go on the goddamned boat for her. If I can’t do that, how could I ever handle the big shit? The living.” He paused. “The dying.”


    “Fuck, you’re morbid. It’s not that hard, Sawyer. You live, and you’re glad for every day you have. And you die, and you hope you lived hard enough to make someone miss you. And as for the boat, don’t do the boat for her.”


    “Don’t do the boat for her?” That wasn’t what Sawyer expected.


    “No, you dumb bastard. You do it for yourself. You do it because you finally figure out that’s the kind of man you want to be. Until you reach that point, you don’t deserve her. And by the way, get over yourself. You fell off a boat twenty years ago. You were wearing a life jacket, and you could see land. Are you really going to let that derail the best damned thing you’ve ever had?”


    “Something touched my leg,” Sawyer said.


    “Yeah, well, I think someone touched your heart. And I have a feeling she’d probably drag your sorry ass out of the river if you fell in… Although, at this point, I’m guessing she’d rather be the one who put you there to begin with.”


    The room fell silent, Sawyer staring at the stain on the ceiling while Ethan stared at the floor.


    After a long while, Sawyer broke the silence. “Ethan?”


    “What?” Ethan’s eyes were troubled, and Sawyer had a feeling that had little to do with his shit and a whole lot to do with Ethan’s.


    “Two things,” Sawyer said. “One, go get yourself a fucking life.”


    “Two?”


    “You tell anyone I went to the opera, and I’ll kill you.”

  


  
    Chapter Fifteen


    Kelsie exited the cab and stood on shaky legs. Deciding to attend the wedding alone had, just a few hours earlier, seemed badass. Now, it felt a little pathetic. It wasn’t even some great stint of maturity or growth. Just a simple matter of her not yet being over Sawyer, and arriving there on some other man’s arm wouldn’t be right.


    She’d been at her sister’s beck and call all morning. As maid of honor, she should probably still be there, but her sister had discovered a small patch of stubble on her upper thigh that she’d missed while shaving, and a razor happened to be the one thing they hadn’t included in the countless boxes and bags they’d brought onboard the boat for the wedding. Even though absolutely no one would ever see Jana’s so-called humiliation, Kelsie was quick to volunteer to hit a drug store for a Venus.


    She needed air. Not wedding air, but real air.


    Of course, the moment she returned and stepped foot on the yacht, all traces of real air vanished. Her ex stood on the bow with a couple of the groomsmen. Lovely. Fortunately, none of the men noticed her, and with guests arriving within the half hour, odds were good she wouldn’t have to face him until the ceremony itself. And it wasn’t as if he’d know immediately she didn’t have a date. Even if she did, she wouldn’t be dragging him down the aisle with her.


    Below deck, she found Jana in the cabin by herself. “How did you pull this off?” Kelsie asked her.


    “They’re doing hair and makeup in the next room. I just needed a moment.”


    Kelsie waved the razor. “You realize if you’d sprung for a wax job, you’d be stubble-free through your honeymoon.”


    “No way. A friend of mine went in for a wax and ended up covered in red bumps.” Jana propped her foot on a table and hiked her skirt. “Not worth the risk.”


    “I can only assume that applies to all regions of your body,” Kelsie said, “and I’d just like it known these maid of honor duties only go so far.”


    Jana perked up. “Speaking of which, I think Chad misses you.”


    “Not the best topic of conversation when I’ve got a razor pressed against any part of your body,” Kelsie said evenly. And, she hoped, dismissively. “Why did you need a minute alone? You don’t do alone. You do center of attention, hands down a stranger’s pants.”


    “You were supposed to prevent that. Besides, we were just having fun.”


    Kelsie wondered how much her sister’s almost-husband had had at his bachelor party and whether that, too, would qualify as “fun” in her sister’s eyes.


    “Back to Chad,” Jana said. “Do you still love him?”


    Kelsie shook her head. “No. As a matter of fact, I’m utterly indifferent to his existence.”


    “So I can trust you not to throw him overboard?”


    Overboard. Well, that just didn’t make her think of Sawyer at all. Kelsie forced a smile. “I am not going to do anything to ruin your big day.”


    “Good, because I’ve seen his date, and she’s really hot.”


    Kelsie sighed and tossed the razor on the table. “What happened to him missing me?”


    Jana shrugged. “He was asking a bunch of questions about you. If you’d been seeing anyone, and who your date for today was. That kind of thing.”


    “I’m sure he’ll be delighted to know I came alone.”


    Jana sighed and twisted her necklace, a longtime habit that displayed her nerves. “You’re so brave. For coming alone, I mean.”


    Kelsie ducked into the restroom—head, whatever it was on a boat—and rinsed the razor. When she returned, she said, “I didn’t cross the Arctic. It was more of a gangplank. With rails.”


    “No, not that.” Her sister sighed, and the sound was dangerously wobbly. “What I mean is you don’t need anybody. People are going to see you alone, and you’re okay with that.”


    The words were a cruel slap, but when the initial shock dissolved, she realized she really was okay with that. It was better than being half of something that didn’t count.


    Or in love with someone who didn’t want her.


    The thought hit her like a thunderbolt. A depressing, look-how-alone-you-really-are kind of thunderbolt that offered no hope of finding Mr. Right. Because he’d been found against his will, and that…well, that was something else that didn’t count.


    “So what about that guy you were seeing?” Jana asked, clearly unaware of the emotional shrapnel raining over Kelsie.


    She froze. “You and I have not had a conversation that didn’t revolve entirely around wedding things for at least three months. What in the world makes you think I’m seeing someone?”


    “Chad saw you at the opera.”


    Kelsie took a shaky breath. Not because of Chad, but because at the mere mention of opera, her legs grew wobbly and her insides went nuclear. “Well, in that case,” she managed, “the more logical conclusion is that I went to the opera, not that I’ve been seeing someone.”


    Jana shook her head but not vigorously enough to mess up her hair. “Um, no. You were definitely seeing someone.”


    “You’re trusting my ex’s opinion of that?” Kelsie asked.


    Jana just stared, her expression knowing.


    “Yeah, I saw a guy. A couple of dates.” Six dates. Not that she was counting. “I don’t mean to burst your bubble, but it was just sex.”


    Jana’s jaw dropped. “At the opera? I’m pretty sure no one goes to the opera to have sex.”


    “Not exactly at the opera.” To Jana’s questioning look, she added, “We left early.”


    Utterly dumfounded, Jana asked, “To have sex? And I’m sorry, but how does someone not exactly have sex at the opera?”


    Kelsie wanted to scream. To not relive anything Sawyer. But there was no way her sister would let this go. “We kissed at the opera, groped in the cab, and had sex at home. Nice discussion for your wedding day, by the way.” Ordinarily Kelsie wouldn’t be so blunt about her private life, but if her sister wanted to trade gossip with her ex, it might as well be the truth.


    Jana grinned. “Was he hot?”


    Kelsie sighed. Wistfully. “Seriously hot.”


    “I think I’m actually impressed. That sounds kind of wild.”


    “It was amazing. And it’s over.”


    Jana frowned. “Maybe that’s for the better. I want you to find someone who wants a relationship so you can be as happy as I am.”


    Kelsie just stared. Granted, it was her sister’s wedding day, but Jana had totally checked out on the hot guy sex angle. When Chad had dumped Kelsie, Jana had oh-so-helpfully patted her on the shoulder and agreed that yes, maybe Kelsie was a little dull. Now she was doing something—and someone—utterly undull, and her sister was suggesting she settle down?


    Not that Jana didn’t have a point. Kelsie definitely needed someone who wanted more than just sex.


    And that someone definitely wasn’t Sawyer.


    So why couldn’t she stop thinking about him?


    Someone knocked on the door. “Five minutes!” the wedding planner called.


    “Oh my gosh,” Jana said. “Am I really doing this?”


    Kelsie smiled and hoped it hid the emptiness she felt inside. “Until death do you part.”


    …


    Sawyer stood ten feet from the East River, but it felt more like inches. It was a gorgeous Saturday, but the sunshine and crisp air did absolutely nothing to remedy the cold sweat that had overtaken him a good hour before. “You’re an idiot,” he told himself. “It’s just water. You know how to swim.”


    A kid passed by, a triple ice cream cone tilting carelessly from his pudgy fist. His eyes narrowed in his chubby face like Sawyer was crazy.


    “I have Bluetooth,” Sawyer called after him. Because that was Sawyer’s problem. A kid thinking he talked to himself. Not his world being in tatters because copious amounts of hydrogen and oxygen molecules arranged just so scared the shit out of him.


    Not because Kelsie did.


    Definitely not because being without her scared him even more.


    “It was a long time ago,” he told himself. “Years. This is ridiculous.”


    Some pep talk. The murky water looked like death. Or sewage. The memory of that something touching his leg returned fiercely, and he shuddered and took a step back.


    Jesus Christ. He was a grown-ass man. It was water. And Ethan was right. Sawyer had been touched by something far scarier than whatever lurked under the surface of New York Harbor.


    He’d fallen the fuck in love.


    “If Kelsie was in that water,” he muttered to himself, “you’d go after her.”


    He straightened. Kelsie was in that water.


    She’d said her sister was getting married in the harbor. He pulled out his phone and started calling wedding charters, hoping upon hope that her sister shared her last name. On the third call, he hit pay dirt.


    “Yes, sir, there’s a Reed wedding, but they’ve already left the dock.”


    After asking the name of the boat, Sawyer asked, “Any chance you can deliver a late-arriving guest?”


    “No, sir. Once the boat leaves, that’s it.”


    “Thanks for your time.” Sawyer ended the call. Now what? His gaze skated over the river, the tracks left by boats and the kayaks that dotted the surface with bright color that seemed out of place against a concrete world.


    God, he really was an idiot. He’d find someone with a boat.


    But first he had a stop to make.


    Back in his apartment building, he hesitated over the button for his floor and pressed the one for Kelsie’s instead. He let himself into her apartment with the just-in-case-the-ceiling-falls-in key she’d given him. As soon as the door swung open, Minidick scampered to meet him. Was it Sawyer’s imagination, or did the dog look unhappy that he wasn’t Kelsie? Irrationally annoyed, Sawyer sat on the floor. Even from that position, he towered over the dog, but he wasn’t about to lie down to come face to face with a creature that had lifted his leg on him once before.


    “Look, mutt.” He stopped when the dog cocked his head. Was he actually listening?


    Nope. Teeth appeared. Minidick wasn’t listening. He was probably deciding which bite to take first. Sawyer sighed and decided to switch tactics. What was the damned dog’s name again? And why was he negotiating with a two-pound bundle of nerves?


    Marmaduke.


    He tried again. “Look, Marmaduke.”


    To his surprise, the low rumble that had emanated from the dog ceased. His tail wagged, and Sawyer realized this might actually be the lowest moment of his life. Freaking hostage negotiations with a dog. Just give me Kelsie, and I’ll do whatever you want.


    “I screwed up,” he told Minidick. “I really like your boss lady”—because he was so not going to refer to Kelsie as the dog’s mommy—“and I didn’t tell her, not that it would have mattered if I had. Apparently I’m the wrong kind of man for her, but I want to date her, more than seven times, so how wrong can that be?”


    The mutt cocked his head.


    “What I’m about to do, I’m not sure I’ll survive.” Sadly, only a slight exaggeration. “And I’m not sure she’ll want anything to do with me if I do, but I just wanted you to know I was trying. And if we don’t see one another again, do me a favor and bite the shit out of the next guy who touches her.”


    Minidick stared blankly. Figured. Sawyer reached to pat the little rat on the head and stood. And the dog didn’t so much as bare one tiny little tooth.


    Before Sawyer walked out, he left his key on the counter, then locked up and went downstairs to his apartment to change clothes. He felt like he was dressing for a funeral. Or a wedding. Same difference.


    But maybe not anymore.


    Kelsie had changed all that.

  


  
    Chapter Sixteen


    After a beautiful ceremony, the chairs were broken down, and the deck opened for dancing and socializing.


    Kelsie felt like doing neither.


    Chad’s girlfriend seemed to come closer to spilling out of her top with every sway of the boat, and despite that, Chad seemed to be paying more attention to Kelsie, whose cups by no means runneth over. Kelsie managed polite conversation and ignored Chad’s incessant compliments, but thereafter dodged him by hanging out with her grandma and the rest of the over-eighty crowd. Fortunately, despite the fancy venue, her sister’s wedding was low-key and lacking in ritual, in particular the one requiring her to dance with the best man.


    An hour after the vows had been exchanged, her ability to pretend to be interested in goiters waning, Kelsie was giving serious consideration to hiding below deck when the drone of an engine caught her attention. Unlike most of the noises she’d heard out there, this one didn’t appear to be in any hurry to pass. In fact, the small vessel seemed to be headed straight for them.


    As it neared, it slowed. And over the groan of the engines backing down, she heard her name. But she couldn’t have…especially not in the somewhat shaky tones of that very familiar voice.


    What…the…


    By now a crowd of wedding guests had gathered on the starboard side of the yacht, but Kelsie only had eyes for the man standing in the very center of the creaky, unkempt fishing boat, clutching the ladder to the flybridge like his life depended on it. Under a bright orange life vest, he wore a suit, not unlike the one he’d worn to the opera.


    “Sawyer?”


    “I stood on the banks of that river for half the day today, Kelsie,” he called over the smack of water against the hull. “And I tried, but I couldn’t do it. Not until I asked myself what I’d do if you were out in the water, and the truth is, I’d go to you in a second. And that was when I realized that you were out here, and that I owed you a date.”


    A ripple of murmurs shot through the guests.


    “Any chance you’ll let me on that boat of yours?” he asked.


    She crossed her arms. “Swim.”


    A chorus of gasps echoed from the yacht deck. Jana leaned close. “Is that the opera guy?”


    From Kelsie’s other side, Chad made a strange noise in his throat. “That is the opera guy.”


    “I’m not swimming,” Sawyer said over the lap of water against the hulls.


    “What’s this about an opera guy?” Kelsie’s mom asked.


    “Nothing,” Kelsie said. To Sawyer she yelled, “We’ll talk later. This is my sister’s wedding.”


    “My wedding. Good point,” Jana said. “The opera guy is allowed onboard.”


    “Thank you,” Sawyer said, not that he looked particularly relieved.


    Kelsie spun and nearly ran into Chad, then quickly brushed off his steadying arm. He and Sawyer could have each other. She’d be below deck…behind a locked door.


    


    Moments later, a knock sounded. Like Kelsie hadn’t seen that one coming. “Are you still speaking to me?” he called through the door.


    Sawyer. He’d actually done it. She couldn’t believe it. Warily, she crossed the small cabin and opened the door, finding her sister and parents crowding the space behind him. A stupid rush of emotion crowded her throat, leaving behind an irrational lump.


    “You’re not wet,” she said. “That wasn’t part of the deal. In fact, I’m pretty sure the terms were swim.”


    He gave a hapless shrug that was hampered by his life jacket. “Yeah, but as you pointed out, it’s your sister’s wedding. And she insisted I come aboard in a more traditional manner, so who was I to argue? Now about us…”


    “I might be speaking to you,” she said. “But only because I’m curious as to why you’d brave your hydrophobia to talk to me.”


    “I’d love to answer that, but…” He jerked his head, gesturing to the line of people behind him.


    She’d need a miracle to get rid of them. “Jana, Mom, Dad, this is Sawyer.”


    Her mom and dad exchanged glances. “The opera guy?” her mom asked.


    “Actually,” Jana said, “she said he was a sex guy.”


    “He’s not any kind of guy!” Kelsie shouted, mortified.


    Sawyer held up a hand. “Wait a minute. I’m definitely a guy,” he said weakly, “but more of a land mammal.”


    “That’s not what I meant,” Kelsie muttered. “Sex guy,” in front of her parents. She’d have to kill her sister. Later.


    “Happy wedding day,” Sawyer said to Jana, who was standing there in a three thousand dollar gown and practically drooling over another man. “I’m sorry about the intrusion.”


    Kelsie grabbed Sawyer’s hand, pulling him into the room with her. “Can you excuse us a moment?” Without waiting for an answer, she closed the door. And locked it. “Is this better?” she asked. “No worries about falling overboard.”


    “Yeah, as long as the boat doesn’t sink.” Some of his color had returned, at least. But was he turning green?


    “You don’t get seasick, do you?”


    “How the hell would I know that?”


    She laughed. “Would you like a drink?” Her hands shook. Her knees shook.


    “I’m going to need one in a minute. But first I’d like to ask you something.” He took a deep breath, then her hands. “Kelsie—actually, wait a minute. I need to do something. This is big.” He eased to the floor, explaining, “I really don’t want to ruin this by accidentally looking outside and seeing water.”


    “Nice life jacket.” Yeah, joke around. Like you can breathe. Like your whole world doesn’t hinge on this man. And quite possibly this moment.


    “The life jacket stays. Now where was I?” He grinned. The boat dipped, erasing the grin, but he managed to hang on. “I am not the man I used to be. You changed me.”


    Straight to the chase. And the lies. “I saw you two days ago with a blonde in your lap.”


    “She wasn’t invited. A second later, she was gone. I almost went up to you, but that wouldn’t have been fair. I wasn’t the man you needed.”


    She frowned. “Did you come here to tell me that?”


    “No. I came here to tell you I was wrong. That the reason I spent my entire life running from relationships wasn’t because I didn’t want one. It was because I hadn’t found you. And I wanted you to know that.”


    A teardrop slipped down her cheek. Dammit. He was a pro at feeding lines, and unlike two weeks ago, she wasn’t starving. But the man had braved water for her, and he hadn’t been faking his aversion to that.


    He offered a gentle smile. “Kelsie, baby, you made me want something more. Hell, you made me come out on the water to get it. So in light of that, I’d like to ask you something very important.”


    “If you ask me to marry you,” she said, “I’m going to kick you.”


    “Noted for future reference,” he said. “For now, Kelsie Reed, will you do me the honor of becoming my girlfriend?”


    She blinked. “Are you serious?”


    “Serious enough to go to the opera, if that’s what it takes. And the library and the museum, too. I’ll even let Minidick gnaw on my ankle. Hell, Kelsie. I’ll even eat your cooking. I just want to be with you. Just you and me.”


    “Oh, Sawyer,” she sniffled. “I won’t make you eat my cooking.”


    “Good, because that was more of a bluff.”


    She punched him playfully in the arm, mostly to hide the fact that she was about to dissolve into a puddle on the floor. She settled for letting him pull her down into his arms.


    “I’m in no position to say I know what love is,” he said against her ear, “but I want to find out. I want to find out with you.”


    “Just as long as you don’t give up being a sex guy,” she joked. “You know, I have an idea about this boat situation.”


    “What’s that?”


    She stood, crossed the small cabin, and double-checked the lock, then returned to him and took his hand, drawing him to his feet.


    “Standing isn’t a good idea, sweetheart.”


    “Find something to hold on to,” she said, working his zipper. “I think we need to give you a new water-related memory.” She tugged him out of his pants and closed her mouth on him, drawing him deep to the back of her throat.


    “I like the way you think,” he muttered as she worked her tongue against him. “Oh, fuck, that feels good. You’re not going to convince me you’re inexperienced.”


    She drew back just enough to say, “Who said I was inexperienced at this? I believe we established dating was my problem.”


    “Not funny.” He rocked his hips until he was free of her, then pulled her to her feet. “And if you don’t want your makeup messed up, I suggest you finish that later.”


    “New boat memories,” she protested.


    “Done.” With that, he kissed her, hard, and walked her backward until they hit the sofa. Then he gently pulled her down into his lap. He rearranged her dress and immediately his mouth covered her nipple, his tongue twisting tight circles over the stiff peak, cruelly heightening the sensitivity until she thought she’d burst. And he completely ignored everything else. As that intrepid, incessant ache buried itself into the deepest parts of her, he oh-so-casually licked and nibbled at her feverish skin like she was a melting ice cream cone.


    She was definitely a melting something.


    “Well, I certainly have a new fondness for boats,” she murmured.


    “Me, too.” Then he kissed her, deep and tender, his mouth moving against hers in a sensual caress that turned her insides to gelatin. His clothing brushed against the breast he’d exposed, leaving her nipple tight and needy, but he rushed nothing. His fingertips hadn’t so much as brushed the ache hammering between her legs, and while she knew the contact would blow her mind, she couldn’t imagine a torture better than the anticipation with which he filled her then. With one hand he cradled her face, those callouses deliciously rough against her skin, and slanted his head, falling deeper into her with every breath they took.


    God, she needed him. She didn’t care if she was at her sister’s wedding. The door was locked, and the boat already rocking. “I don’t suppose you have any condoms on you?”


    “Are you kidding me? They’re practically flotation devices.” He reached into his pocket and came up with a packet.


    Despite her question—to say nothing of his track record—his answer surprised her. “You brought condoms to a wedding?”


    “Haven’t you heard that weddings make women horny?”


    “You hoping to get lucky with one of the bridesmaids?” she asked as she tore open the packet and applied the last lesson.


    “I already did,” he said. “Especially if she’ll be my girlfriend.”


    He punctuated that with a soft kiss and eased her dress higher until it circled her waist. “Straddle me,” he said. “So we won’t mess up your dress.”


    “This is insane,” she said. “My sister’s wedding.”


    He gently placed his hands on her hips and rocked her against him. “My woman.”


    “Are you sure? Because I will hurt you if you’re playing me.” She smiled but hopefully not too widely, because she was dead serious.


    He didn’t. “No one else ever had a chance. You and me, babe. No one else. You know, the boat sets a pretty nice pace.”


    “You set a better one,” she murmured as he increased the rotation of her hips. She braced her foot on the floor and ground harder, making him gasp.


    And then the gentle pace that was supposed to keep her hair, makeup, and dress intact was over. She rode him hard, and he drove into her from beneath until something cataclysmic happened and the earth shattered. “I think we rocked the boat,” she muttered. “I bet the cake is laying over sideways because of what we just did.”


    “I doubt that. And did you say cake?”


    She rolled her eyes. “I just had sex with a man who is wearing a huge, neon orange life vest and a suit at my sister’s wedding.”


    “Because I’m your sex guy,” he said. “And why, exactly, is the emphasis on the suit part of that equation?”


    She shook her head and laughed. “I don’t know. You do realize we’re going to have to go back out there?”


    He caught her hand and pulled her in for a kiss. “You do realize I’d go anywhere for you?”


    She leaned in to the kiss. In to her sex guy. In to her relationship guy. “I think it’s safe to say you already have.”

  


  
    Epilogue


    Two months later


    “These booths are getting smaller by the minute,” Sawyer said. He edged closer to Kelsie, grinning wickedly at the more intense body contact. Liam sat next to Sawyer, while Ethan had dragged a barstool from the counter to take up space at the end of the table. Crosby and Estelle were across from them, with Estelle’s brother, Grady, looking a bit trapped between his sister and the wall.


    Liam snorted and held up his empty beer for the waitress. It was Friday night, and Foam’s For You was packed. Way too packed for them to pull up an extra table, and probably too packed for Liam to have a decent shot at getting a refill. “That’s what happens when you add entire people.”


    “I think we need to petition for a larger booth,” Crosby said.


    “Yeah, all the issues at large in the world,” Estelle said, rolling her eyes, “and you want a bigger booth.”


    “I vote for a smaller booth,” Sawyer said. “That way I have a very good reason for Kelsie to sit on my—”


    “People eat here,” Crosby interrupted.


    “My lap,” Sawyer said. “And why would you want more room? Estelle have you by the balls?” As if that much wasn’t obvious. She had a brand new rock the size of a marble on her left hand. Spring wedding, Sawyer would bet. Somewhere in a garden, since Estelle was a landscape designer, although Crosby had said something about a fire escape. As long as it wasn’t a boat, Sawyer didn’t care.


    “Estelle has had him by the balls from day one,” Liam said.


    Grady snorted.


    “I think Kelsie wins the ball-slinging award,” Crosby shot back. “I mean, she actually got Sawyer to settle down.”


    “Sawyer hasn’t exactly settled down,” Kelsie muttered. “He ordered a sex swing.”


    Sawyer nudged her with his elbow. “Tell everyone, why don’t you?”


    Kelsie rolled her eyes. “You don’t think they’re going to notice? The apartment is the size of a shoebox. You can’t really miss something like that.”


    “Well, he may have a sex swing, but he won’t have a line at the door,” Estelle countered, “and that counts for something.”


    “That counts for a lot,” Ethan said. He smiled at Kelsie, and Sawyer had the sudden urge to give him a hug. Or punch him in the shoulder. But he’d probably need him to help move. After a bit of debate over his apartment or hers, they’d settled for door number three, a two-bedroom apartment a couple of streets over. It boasted twice as much space without doubling the rent, which made it well worth the wait for renovations to be complete.


    “Well,” Crosby said. “Now that Sawyer has figured out monogamy, I’d say either the world has gone off its axis or that serves as proof there’s someone out there for everyone.”


    “Yeah, not so fast there,” Estelle said. “My brother sleeps on Star Wars sheets.”


    “You banged Crosby on those sheets,” Sawyer added helpfully. “Maybe they’re lucky.”


    Ethan rolled his eyes. “I see being in a relationship doesn’t make you any less of a pig.”


    “I have heard he was an animal,” Estelle said. “Kelsie told me about this one time—”


    Kelsie kicked up an eyebrow. “On the fire escape?” she asked pointedly.


    Estelle and Crosby exchanged looks while Grady rolled his eyes. Sawyer made a mental note to ask about the fire escape thing. Or maybe not. In fact, he was almost certain he didn’t want to know.


    “Grady’s the real freak,” Crosby said. “He’s got a tree in his apartment.”


    “You put it there,” Grady told him. “And if you don’t get it out of there soon, it’s not going to fit back though the door.”


    “I’m sorry,” Estelle said. “You have a tree and Star Wars sheets, and the tree needs to go?”


    Everyone laughed. Everyone but Grady. “All right, guys. That’s enough abuse for me for one night. I need to work in the morning.”


    Crosby and Estelle slid out of the booth. “You really have a date, don’t you?”


    “If I did, do you think I’d be sitting here taking the aforementioned abuse?”


    “But you aren’t,” Estelle said. “You’re leaving.”


    “I’m going home,” Grady said. “To my sheets. Alone.”


    “Are you at least going to check your dating profile?” Estelle asked. Someone kicked on the jukebox, so she ended up yelling, much to Grady’s apparent chagrin.


    “Actually I’m going to delete it,” he told her. “You know, so you’ll quit asking me if I’ve met anyone.”


    With that, the group scattered, Estelle following her brother while Sawyer’s brothers hit a vacant pool table.


    “Did you see Estelle’s ring?” Sawyer asked Kelsie when they were alone.


    “Are you kidding? She’s now one of my best friends. I saw it via text message two minutes after he proposed.”


    “I was kind of thinking about getting you one of those,” he said. Then he held his breath. Despite the whole moving-in-together thing that pretty well cemented where they were in their relationship, he was terrified she’d be horrified at the thought.


    She grinned. “I was kind of thinking I might like wearing one.”


    “And I’d kind of like it if that was all you wore.”


    Her smile grew. “I think we’d be kicked out of here.”


    “I actually think that sounds like a plan.” He slid out of the booth, then helped her bundle into her jacket before shrugging into his. He patted the pocket. Felt the box.


    Outside, a light snow fell gently from the sky to swirl wildly in the wake of traffic, but he didn’t feel the cold. He felt…on the verge of something big.


    Up ahead, the Brooklyn Bridge loomed. The lights of Manhattan rose on the opposite bank, the reflections wobbly across water peppered with falling snow. He felt Kelsie hesitate when they reached the walkway to cross the bridge, but their fingers were linked so he didn’t look back, and she didn’t say a word.


    Halfway across the nearly deserted walkway, he stopped. He avoided looking at the river this time—not because it terrified him, but because he chose instead to look into the eyes of the woman he loved.


    “I never did give you that seventh date,” he said.


    She stared at him, puzzled, while snowflakes dusted her lashes. “You went to the wedding.”


    “I missed the vows and crashed the reception,” he reminded her. “Work with me here, woman.”


    “Okay, since you insist, yes, you owe me a seventh date.”


    “To a wedding.” He dropped to one knee and swayed only a little when he caught sight of the water stretching to either side. After digging the ring out of his pocket, he held it out and said, “I hope this proves there’s no bridge I won’t cross for you. No river, no harbor. And no ocean, but don’t hold me to that any time soon.”


    She laughed, tears glittering in her eyes. God, she was beautiful.


    “I love you, Kelsie. Will you marry me?”


    Her breath caught. “I’m terrified you’re going to drop that.”


    “Then let’s put it on your finger.” He wanted to beg. To plead. But he settled for the simple question that mattered most. “If you’ll wear it.”


    “Are you sure?”


    “I’m on a bridge. I’m sure.”


    “Then yes. God, yes, I’ll marry you. But my perfect wedding—”


    “I know,” he muttered, slightly terrorized. “It’s on a boat.”


    She shook her head, eyes shining. “No. It’s with you. Anywhere. I love you. Always.”


    He enjoyed a palpable sense of relief as he slipped the ring on her finger. It looked amazing on her.


    So did the view, an entire city reflecting in her eyes. An entire future to share that was theirs alone.


    One bridge crossed, and so many more to come.


    He couldn’t wait for the next step.
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