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Introduction

Well hey there! Thank you so
Come get much for grabbing one of my
a gift books. I sure hope you love it.

I’d hate to part ways once
you’re done though. How about
we stay in touch? We have a great
family of readers on my Insiders
Newsletter Group that you just can’t miss out on.

We do exclusive giveaways, facebook parties, Christmas
cards, event invites and sneak previews for this amazing

group.

And as a HUGE thank you for joining, you’ll receive a
free book on me!

Join the fam Here!



https://aliparkerbooks.com/come-join-our-family/
https://aliparkerbooks.com/come-join-our-family/

HIS MANY
DESIRES

ALI PARKER




DESCRIPTION

ALI PARKER

I don’t fit into the world around me.
My brother and father are far more the billionaire type.

Art is what wakes me up. Expressing my soul through a
paintbrush.

That and the beautiful woman that stole my heart years
ago.

But she belongs to their world. An executive for the
accounting firm my family runs.

And we live clear across the country from one another, but
that doesn’t stop the way I feel.

Every time I see her, I want to change everything about
myself until she takes notice.

Funnily enough, she doesn’t want me to change a damn
thing.

She says that now, but when she finds out all that I desire
of her, with her, she might not be so compliant.

Or maybe that’s what she’s been waiting on this whole
time.



CHAPTER 1
S



MATT

““R emind me again why I said I would do this? It seems

rather masochistic now that we’re in the thick of things.”
I glanced over at Sophie and smiled as she plucked her ear-bud
out and growled at me softly.

“What? Are you complaining about the weather again? It’s
beautiful out here.” The stern look on her pretty face didn’t
hold for long as she studied me.

I wiped my forearm across my head and took a deep breath
as we bounded along the outdoor track near her house. Her
dark brown hair was pulled back into a ponytail, and even
without makeup, she was stunning. Where the snot-nose bully
from my childhood had gone to was a mystery, but the woman
that took her place was beautiful, and even scarier than when
we were little.

“I’m not complaining. I was simply asking how you talked
me into this.” I turned my focus back to the road ahead of us
and let my eyes run across the tree line. The brilliant greens
that covered the grass and treetops in Texas most of the spring
and summer were finally starting to die off and bleed into the
colors of fall. It had to be my favorite time of the year.

“You wanted to lose a little bit of weight, and I hate dogs.
Remember? It was a win-win situation.” She popped me in the
gut and started to jog faster.

“This sounds about as fun as our partnership in junior high.
I wanted to lose weight and you wanted an extra ice cream
cone, so my left over change became yours every day.”



“You had a crush on me. That’s why you gave up your
change.” She glanced over her shoulder and smirked.

I chuckled, unable to help myself. What was it with me
and cocky, overbearing women?

“I still have a crush on you.” I picked up the pace and blew
past her as she yelped and tried to catch up. We’d been friends
too long for anything to become of us, but it was one of the
only solid relationships in my life.

“Liar,” she called after me and stopped at my side as I bent
over and pressed my hands to my knees. We panted in tandem
for a few minutes, before I glanced up at her.

“You know you’re like a sister to me.”

“You have a sister now, right?” She stood back up and
adjusted her ponytail. “What’s her name? Bertha?”

“Don’t be like that.” T lifted my hands toward the clear
blue sky and stretched. “Her name is Bethany and you’d like
her a lot.”

“She’s taking my place. I hate her.” Sophie stuck out her
tongue and took off again, leaving me with no other choice
than to chase after her.

“She’s not taking your place. I'm a big guy with loads of
free time, remember?”

“Speaking of free time.” She glanced over at me, her slate
grey eyes filled with concern.

“Not this again. I'm fine. I’'m going to Seattle this
weekend and I’ll start figuring things out.”

“Leaving here isn’t a choice. You’ve lived here your whole
life.”

“Yeah, and it’s not done me any favors. I'm twenty-eight
and still without a career or a girlfriend. It’s time to start
moving toward having something of my own. You know how
much I hate having my dad support me.”

“Being a playboy billionaire is most little boys’ dream
jobs.”



“Bullshit.” I laughed. “It’s to be a fireman or a cop or a
billionaire tycoon with loads of responsibility and girls.”

“Okay, so I’'m not a boy. I wouldn’t know, but I think
you’re being too hard on yourself. You have the perfect
opportunity to work on your art here in Dallas and live freely
thanks to your dad’s money. What else is he going to do with
it?”

She had a point, but I’d been trying to find myself for the
better of four years and still felt like I was floundering around.

“He’s going to take care of his new wife and their future
together.” I let out a loud huff as we stopped near the parking
lot and walked back and forth down a short path to cool down.
“I want a life of my own, I’m just honestly not sure what that
life looks like, and besides, you know as well as I do that you
wouldn’t be all right living off your father’s money-"

“If he had money.” She snorted and rolled her shoulders.
“Find your passion, Matt. I’ve found mine. It’s reporting the
news and digging deep for the story. It’s been the best four
years of my life working for NBC. You should be able to say
the same, but you know why you can’t?”

“Because I’'m not a pretty reporter with a great rack?” I
smiled and took the smack I deserved with good humor.

“Because you haven’t figured out what you want to do.
Being a billionaire doesn’t mean shit if you don’t live a little
with it.”

“Very true.” I ran my fingers through my hair and couldn’t
help but think about my older brother. The one thing Damon
wanted more than anything else in the world was a solid
relationship with a woman. Was to be loved in a way that
would make most men gag, and yet he kept fucking it up.

“What are you thinking about?” She reached out and
tugged on the front of my t-shirt, pulling me from my
thoughts.

“Damon.” I took a deep breath and glanced up at the sky.
“He’s been in turmoil since Mom cheated on Dad. It’s like it
changed the whole trajectory of his life.”



“But he’s with Bethany now, which by the way is weird.”

“No, it’s not.” I shrugged and brushed my hands over my
chest rhythmically. “They’re a great couple, but they aren’t
together right now.”

“Why? They realized they were brother and sister?”

“Why are you salty about this?” I couldn’t help but study
her for the answer. She had a thing for Damon when we were
younger, but he was as much of an alpha as she was. They
butted heads the whole time we were growing up and almost
couldn’t stand each other by the time Sophie and I graduated
high school.

“I’m not. I’m just concerned that Damon’s going to end up
hurt. He’s a tough guy, but I know the dude underneath all that
alpha bullshit, remember?” She brushed her hand over the top
of her head and locked gazes with me. “And you better be
careful too.”

“We talking about Bethany wanting me too now?”

She snorted. “No, silly. We’re talking about Erica wanting
to lick your skin from your bones.”

“Exactly!” I threw my hands in the air and walked in a
circle, bobbing my head. “I told Bethany that Erica was a man-
eater, but no one sees that but me.”

“I don’t even know the woman, but I think you think that
all women are man-eaters.” She put her hands on her hips and
tilted her head to the side.

“You guys are.” I gave her a goofy grin. “Let’s talk about
you going over to Dubai to study the crown prince. You need
to take someone with you. Period.”

“You offering to go?” She nodded toward the parking lot.
“Come on. I'll buy you a frozen coffee drink with cow
hormones and white death.”

I rolled my eyes. “No, I’'m not offering to go. Are you
seriously still not drinking milk or eating sugar?”

“Hell no.” She bumped her shoulder against mine. “What
if the prince of Dubai looks like the guy from Aladdin?”



“You know he does. Stop playing coy.” I walked around to
the passenger’s side door of her jeep and got in. “You’re going
over there with the hopes that he’s looking for a pretty white-
skinned princess, aren’t you? Admit it.”

“Nope.” She got in and buckled up. “I’'m going to make
sure they’re not mixed up in some of the nefarious black
market bullshit that I know their knee-deep into. I’'m not
looking to hook up with anyone. My career comes first,
period. You know this about me.”

“It’s the reason you’re not wearing my ring. We could have
pretty blond babies with blue eyes and chubby cheeks, but
no... you have to be a career-driven fiend.”

“You think I’'m a fiend? I like the thought of that.”

I rolled my eyes and relaxed against my seat as she hit the
gas and jerked the jeep out of the parking lot we sat in. She put
it in drive and ran over the parking bumps without blinking an
eye. I swore the woman had more testosterone than most men
[ knew.

“So are you good with me thinking about moving to
Seattle? I haven’t made up my mind, but getting the thumbs-
up from Jonathan Luntz is a good first step. If he’s willing to
showcase my work, then I might actually have a bright future
up there.” I wasn’t sure why I was asking her. No one could
make the decision for me. The balance of reasons to go versus
not going were tied as far as I was concerned.

“I think you should follow your heart, big guy.”

“You calling me fat?” I smiled and reached over to tug on
her ponytail.

“Never. You look great, and you know it. You’re a Bryant.
All you guys are good looking.”

“Right, but I look more like my mother.”
“Who was beautiful.”

“Who was a cheating bitch.” I turned to watch the world
go by outside the window closest to me and tried not to let my
thoughts stray too far.



“That has nothing to do with her looks. I think Seattle
would be a good change of pace for you. I leave early next
year for Dubai for a few months. Let’s do this. If you’re not

with Erica or settled into a career, then you go with me. It will
be fun.”

I glanced back over at her. Memories brushed past my
vision, so many of them. We’d grown up like two peas in a
pod, and yet we kept to ourselves. I was grateful for Bethany
in my life as a new source of companionship, but Sophie
would always be first.

“Let’s just get my ticket now. My only career option is to
paint for Jonathan’s studio. I can do that from anywhere in the
world. I bet being in Dubai would just stimulate my creative
juices.”

“Don’t say that ever again.” She laughed and pulled up to
the coffee shop. “You want the caramel coffee with extra
whipped cream?”

“Yep.” I pulled out my wallet as she lifted her hand.
“My treat, and this conversation isn’t over.”

“It’s my treat. ’'m a billionaire though I look like a
pauper.”

“It’s part of your charm, but true.” She snatched my card
and ordered a few things as I tried to think through the
possibility of going with her to the Middle East. Taking a
break at the first of the year would be great, but I wasn’t
leaving until Damon’s life was put back together and all the
ups and downs with Erica were settled. Everyone wanted me
to work for McKenzie and Bryant, and where some part of me
knew it was the best offer [ would ever get, | just wasn’t sure it
was for me.

“Here.” Sophie turned and handed me a huge chocolate
chip cookie and a frozen coffee drink.

“This 1s more calories than I burned during our jog.”

“Stop being a girl and drink it.” She lifted her light coffee
in the air and smiled. “To you finally getting on with your life
and not being a chicken shit with Erica.”



“To you becoming the crowned princess of the Middle
East and losing your sickeningly white coloring.”

“Hey!” She turned and reached out to pinch my nipple.
“You’re just as pasty as [ am.”

“I’'m a delicate spring flower. Stop touching the goods or
I’1l charge you.”

“You let your sister touch them, I’m sure.”
“I knew you were spying on us. Bitch.”

“Always.” She smiled and lifted her coffee to her pretty
lips. If she was serious about traveling around the world, I had
no doubt she would steal a million hearts.

Her abilities weren’t the problem.

Mine were.



CHAPTER 2
S



ERICA

“Y ou’re late.” I glanced up as my staff moved into the

large ornate conference room where I sat. “The meeting
was supposed to start five minutes ago. If anyone is going to
be fashionably late, don’t you think it should be me?”

Mandy, my senior advertiser for the firm, glanced down at
the floor and back up at me.

“I’m sorry, Miss Hall. We had a training we were all trying
to sneak out of to get up here. The guest speaker was right in
the middle of making his point.” She took her seat, and the rest
of the staff followed suit.

“Who was the guest speaker?” I forced myself to calm
down.

Being a bitch at the office was something I tried hard not
to do too often. It would seem that the few times I let my
guard down and raged angst across the advertising floor was
more than enough though. I was labeled as someone to watch
out for, and as a result of that, I was lonely in the midst of a
crowd of people when I was there, which felt like it was most
of the time.

“Dr. Leonard Jalling. He was great.” Tim spoke up and
gave me a warm smile. His bright blue and gold tie left my
lips lifting in a smirk. He was the artsy one of the group, and

the most open. The combination didn’t surprise me much at
all.

“I enjoy hearing Leonard too. He’s got a great passion for
life in general.” I got up and walked to the white board at the



front of the room. “Then the tardiness is acceptable. Just call
ahead next time so I don’t think my entire staff walked out on

2

me.

A collective laugh moved around the room as everyone
settled in. Our weekly meetings weren’t my favorite thing to
do, but it was nice to regroup and get everyone back on the
same page. My mind was a little scattered seeing that I was
about ninety-nine percent sure I’d get to see Matthew Bryant
later that week. He’d been a little noncommittal in setting up
the late afternoon/early evening meeting, but I was willing to
take anything he was throwing out.

I cleared my throat and ejected him from my mind. There
was no reason to have a hot-flash meltdown in front of my
staff because of dwelling on the one man that did it for me
when | shouldn’t have been. Why he was the center of my
desires was a bit of a mystery seeing that he wasn’t like any of
the men I’d dated in the past.

“So let’s get down to business.” I wrote a few names on
the white board and asked for the various members of my
group to give me an update on where we were regarding the
advertising projects related to McKenzie and Bryant’s clients.
We did some side jobs for Kent’s close friends, which was a
bit of a pain, and yet totally understandable.

My phone buzzed as I handed the dry-erase marker to
Mandy and took my seat across from Tim. I stifled a groan as |
glanced down to see that it was my older brother, Daniel,
calling. He was the last person I wanted to talk with - ever. His
sense of elitism was off the charts, and he only got involved in
family affairs when it behooved him to do so. Funny enough,
my father’s funeral arrangements a few weeks back hadn’t
been one of those times.

I flipped the phone over and tried to focus on the reports
Mandy was walking the group through. I dazed out a little and
went to the same place I always seemed to land when my mind
was free to wander. Matt.

My conversation with Damon the week before had been
less than helpful in the way of getting Matt to come work for



me, but I would have to simply up the wager. He wanted
freedom and a way to express himself, but he needed a
paycheck. If T could figure out a way to put all the pieces
together in one pretty package, I might actually have a chance
of getting him on my stuff.

But would he move? And what if he found some other
woman to fall in love with?

The thought made my stomach ache. It might have been
best for me not to have him come work for me. I was
borderline obsessed with the poor guy anyway. I needed to
back off, but it wasn’t going to happen until Matt turned me
down for the job and put his foot down on my advances. I’d
relent when I knew that’s what he truly wanted, but not a
moment earlier.

I ran through the conversation with Damon one more time
to see if [ was missing anything.

“He would be great working in the advertising department as
a designer-” Damon’s voice was tight with angst or
anticipation. I wasn 't sure which.

“Lead designer.” I wanted to offer Matt something special,
a higher position than his peers.

“Right, but Matt doesn't care about being in leadership or
ruling Corporate America. He cares about being free to be
and do what he wants to do. He doesn 't need money, though I
suppose he’s trying to cut the ties from our father as I did just
after college.”

“Then he can just come and be a designer for me. I think
he would really love the city, the people, and he could grow so
much as an artist here.”

“I agree. I'll talk to him and see where his thoughts are. |
can't promise much as Matt has always been a free spirit, but
I’ll have the conversation.”

“Soon please. I need to fill the spot I have available, and
1'd love to put his name on it instead of opening it up to the
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public.’

I’d already filled the position, but being the head of
advertising had some serious perks, like creating new jobs. I
knew without a doubt that Kent would have no problem with
me trying to work out the perfect position for Matt. He wanted
him there almost as much as I did.

“That’s a wrap, Miss Hall. Did you have anything you
wanted to add?” Mandy’s voice pulled me from my thoughts.

“Nope. Just have someone do a quick write up and lay it
on my desk by tomorrow morning.” I stood up and glanced
around, smiling at everyone. “Great job, and if you have
staffing needs or anything else that might help you do your job
more efficiently, just let me know.”

Everyone filed out but Mandy.

“I do need another designer. Celia is about to go out on
pregnancy leave in the next few weeks. Did you decide on
whether you wanted to just bring in a temp for her position or
actually add a head-count?”

“Let me chew on it and I’ll get back with you. I’'m meeting
with a guy this weekend that might be the perfect fit, but he’d
have to have special work privileges.”

“Why’s that?” She put her hand on her hip, and I could tell
from the subtle shift in her expression that she was working
hard not to let her feelings bleed through her professional
persona. No one enjoyed working with anyone that was
awarded special anything, and I couldn’t blame them.

“Because he’s Mr. Bryant’s youngest son.” I reached down
and worked to gather my things. “I’ll let you know how the
meeting goes, and if he takes the job, we’ll work through the
details. You’ll love him. He’s a great guy.”

“Sounds good.” She nodded and turned, walking from the
room as I smiled. She didn’t believe me, but then again, all she
had to base Matt off of was his older brother Damon and his
father. Both were strict businessmen that didn’t put up with



much of anything and seemed to have a stick wedged in their
ass most days of the week. Nothing could be farther from the
truth, but it was what they wanted people to think, and so
people did.

My phone buzzed again with another message from
Daniel, and I forced myself not to listen to it until I was in my
office. I closed the door and walked languidly back to the
ornate desk that Kent had forced me to get when I took the job
a few years back. It was a good job, and a great career move
on my part, but it was draining me emotionally to be stuck in a
concrete jungle. I couldn’t even recall the last time I’d pulled
out my paint and brushes and let myself go for an afternoon.
There wasn’t much time for that anymore.

Did I really want to take that away from Matt too? Simply
put - no.

I dropped down in my chair and called my brother back
instead of listening to the berating that was most certainly
waiting for me on the phone.

“Where have you been? I’ve been calling all morning.”
Daniel’s voice was sharp and biting. It always was.

“I was in a meeting. I run a large advertising-"

“I’m aware of your position, Erica. You would think that if
you saw me calling that you would pick up though. You know
Mom’s not doing good. It could have been something to do
with her.”

“We pay for the best care available to her, Dan. I can’t
jump every time you-"

“Anyways.” He huffed loudly, as if I was the biggest pain
in the ass ever created. “They’re wanting to move Mom to a
new room on Saturday, and they weren’t able to get ahold of
you. Seeing that she’s non-responsive since Dad died, can you
please skip your art class or whatever silliness you have
planned this weekend and be there? I’'m flying out of town for
an important business meeting.”

“A business meeting on Saturday?” I was fuming over him
cutting me off every time I spoke. He’d always been an



asshole and finally settling down and marrying someone half
his age didn’t seem to be helping that much. Instead of
growing her up, she was pulling him back down.

“Yes. Some of us work twenty-four seven.”

“That’s because you bought a ring for the price of a house.
Most expensive piece of ass you’ll ever get, hm?”

“Very mature, Erica. Just be there. She’s your mother and
she needs you.”

I scoffed, but didn’t get a chance to blast him back. He
dropped the call and left me standing there, shaking in my
anger.

“Unbelievable. A business meeting on Saturday?” I set the
phone down and paced the floor in front of my desk. Where I
didn’t mind helping my mother at all, she would much prefer
Daniel to be there. I was a daddy’s girl, and my brother was
my mother’s pride and joy. After losing my dad a month or so
ago, everything had shifted in Mom’s life for the worst.
Sometimes I felt the weight of that shift in my own.

“Just make it to Friday and you’ll get to see Matt.” I
brushed my hands down my face and tried to slow my racing
heart. I didn’t need Matt to love me like I loved him. I just
wanted to feel like I mattered, like someone could see me. I
hated the fact that he was the only person I felt that around,
but I couldn’t deny the truth. I craved his attention and just
hoped like hell I might get to experience his affection before it
was all said and done.



CHAPTER 3
S



MATT

“S o my little brother here has started jogging.” Damon

patted my chest at lunch the next day, a big smile on his
face as our father joined us across the table. The restaurant
was far too fancy for my liking, but it was close to their
downtown accounting firm and incredibly tasty.

“Did you really? Who are you jogging with? Sophie?” My
father picked up the menu and perched his glasses on the tip of
his nose.

“Yeah. She finally talked me into it. She’s getting a
promotion at the station and wants to be in better shape for
some of the places they’re sending her.”

“Such as?” Damon picked up his water and took a quick
sip. The dark circles under his brown eyes let me know
quickly that him and Bethany were still not speaking. He slept
like a baby when life was good and suffered like crazy when it
wasn’t. He was exhausted. The tone of his voice was even off.
It usually boomed with confidence and drive, but it was barely
more than a strained whisper. 1 wanted so fucking bad to ask
what was going on, but I knew better than to bring it up in
front of Dad. Damon was forever private, even from me at
times.

“Dubai in the spring. She wants me to go with her.” I
shrugged and turned my attention to my father as he glanced
up from his menu and pulled his glasses back off.

“You can’t go with her to Dubai. I thought you were
seriously considering moving to Seattle. Was that just another



passing thought for you? You’re twenty-eight, son. You need
to seriously sit down and figure out where your life is headed.”

“Dad.” Damon lifted his hand and leaned back in his chair.
“I’ve been through hell lately with the Zarpeth nightmare in
Seattle. Let’s just have a good lunch together and talk about
hot women and billion-dollar deals. Hell, we can even talk
about Matt’s painting and great places to go on vacation, just
don’t start in on the future or life-planning right now.”

“All right. Fine, but it’s a conversation that needs to
happen sooner than later.” My father glanced back down at his
menu as concern stuck to his features. I knew he meant well,
but I was glad for a mulligan from having to go over all the
options he felt would be best for me. None of them resonated
with me in a way that left me wanting to agree, which meant a
fight was sure to follow. We loved each other, but whatever
steps I took next had to be ones of my own choosing.

“Agreed.” I picked up my menu and ordered a burger
when the pretty waitress stopped beside me. After everyone
ordered, I turned my attention back to Damon. “I’m going up
to Seattle this weekend to meet with Jonathan.”

“Did you meet with Erica the last time we were up there? I
know you planned to, but did you actually follow through with
it?” Damon’s eyebrow raised sharply. The bastard already
knew that I made an excuse and denied the pretty advertising
executive my time. She was too much, and I wanted to know
just how much of her I could handle. There was no way to
have a professional relationship with her when she made my
heart palpitate by just hearing her name. It would be a Bethany
and Damon situation all over again, and from what I could tell,
that shit didn’t work.

The issue wasn’t them being related, but that they worked
together. Damon was her boss, and Erica would be mine.
Nothing good could come of it.

“You know I didn’t see her. Don’t be a dick.”

“Matt,” my father glanced up from his phone, “you know
she’s got the best opportunity that you’re going to get outside
of working for us. She’s a fruity artist just like you.”



“Fruity artist?” I snorted and laughed. There was no reason
to get upset about it. I was who I was, and crazy enough, I was
comfortable with just being me. Whatever the fuck that meant.

“You know what he meant.” Damon tapped the table. “She
already filled the position she had open, but she’ll open
another one for you. You’re going to see her while you’re up
there this weekend. I’ve already made arrangements for it. Just
some time during the weekend. She’s expecting your call.”

“Fine. Whatever.” I rolled my eyes and picked up my fork
and knife to use them to beat out a rhythm on the table in front
of me.

Damon chuckled as my father glanced up.

“This seat taken?” Bethany moved up beside me and
smiled down at me, surprising me a little.

“Hey Sis. Your timing couldn’t have been better. I was
about to get tied up and thrown in a three-piece suit no doubt.”
I stood up and reached for her, pulling her into a tight hug. Her
long brown hair was down over her shoulders and green eyes
filled with worry. She was hurting too._Damn.

“By these two guys? No. They’re harmless.” Her eyes
moved from me to Damon, and over to my father quickly. The
tension in the room elevated, but it was a healthy response to
their situation. They had to figure their shit out or move on.
We were family and would be for as long as all of us pulled air
into our lungs.

“Hey, Bethany. How is the new team? Damon tells me that
you’re doing a great job of pulling your own and then some.”
My father smiled over at Bethany and offered her a basket of
bread.

I snatched a piece of it and noticed the way my brother
watched the poor girl. She didn’t have a chance if he finally
got his head pulled out of his ass. He was the kind of guy that
took what he wanted, and the fact that she wasn’t trapped
beside him was all by design. Either Damon was growing up,
or Bethany was far stronger than I was giving her credit for.



“I’'m doing my part. I love the environment. It’s teaching
me more about perseverance than I care to say.” She took a
piece of bread and turned to face me. “Tell me everything
about your conversation with Jonathan. You’re signing with
his studio, right?”

“I need to get back up to the office. Excuse me, guys. I’ll
see you later.” Damon stood up and bumped his leg on the
table, causing the whole thing to jostle and the drinks to spill a
little.

“Is 1t something I need to be involved 1n?” My father
glanced up and pulled his attention from his phone.

“It’s the Kissinger account. You might want to be on the
call.” Damon brushed his hands down the front of his shirt and
gave me and Bethany a tight nod. “See you guys later.”

“I’ll pack up your lunch and run it up when we-"I tried to
offer.

“No, just pay the bill and take it home. It’s fish, but you
should give it a try.” He turned and walked away as my dad
stood up.

“Well, damn. Never a moment of rest when you’re ruling
the world, right?”

Bethany smiled. “I guess not. I’'m just going to eat
whoever’s order looks better.”

“That would be mine.” I smiled and waved at my dad as he
said his goodbyes. “Wow. This turned out much better than I
thought it would.”

“Right?” She let out a long breath and sunk down into her
chair before reaching up and pinching the bridge of her nose.

“Hey. You okay?” I reached over and ran my hand over the
top of her back, rubbing softly.

“I think so. I don’t know.” She dropped her hands to her
lap and turned to face me with tears in her eyes. “I think I’'m
leaving the firm. I need to get out of here. I’ll just take a few
semesters off and try and build up a savings account and then



go back for my master’s. I can’t work there with him
anymore.”

“Wait. Hold up.” I lifted my hands in front of me. “Did
something else happen beside you guys taking a break?”

“No. Yes. I don’t know.” She reached out and grabbed
another roll and the small cup of butter sitting on the table.

“Bethany.” I reached out and ran my hand down her arm as
my heart constricted painfully in my chest. The poor girl had
been so damn concerned about the aftermath of something
going wrong, and here we were sitting in the future she
envisioned when the relationship started. Maybe things had
happened too fast. Maybe that was part of the problem. “Talk
to me. I’'m right here and you know I’ll do anything I can to
help.”

“I know, but I’'m not sure anyone can do anything at this
point. He’s completely cold toward me, and I get it. I gave the
damn ring back and basically spit in his face where our future
was concerned.” She shrugged and tossed the empty butter
container back onto the table. “But he shouldn’t have let your
father hire Christa’s sister to come work as my fucking boss at
the firm.”

Christa. That was a name I’d love to never hear again.
Damon and the blond bombshell witch had been a thing
throughout most of their lives, stringing each other along and
laughing as the other suffered. He’d finally gotten his wits
about him a few years back, but she still seemed to be popping
up in his life. I hadn’t heard the full story on why my father
thought it wise to bring Delilah, Christa’s twin sister, to work
at the firm. There had to be a good reason for it, but from the
outside looking in, it didn’t matter the reason. It was killing
Damon’s chances of keeping things on the up and up with
Bethany.

“I agree, but it wasn’t Damon that hired her, right?”

“I don’t want to talk about this. I live this conversation in
my own head all day and night. I need to think about
something else before I go bat shit crazy. My friend Krista’s
trial 1s coming up soon, and if I’'m not missing Damon, I’'m



thinking about how it’s going to feel sitting in a courtroom and
testifying against my best friend for attempted murder.” She
pressed her hands to her face as the waitress reappeared.

“We need a shot of jack. Two please.” 1 gave a cheeky
smile and was grateful to hear Bethany’s sweet laughter
slipping through her fingers. “It’s going to work out. Let’s talk
about something else that’s fucked up.”

“Like?” She brushed her hair back and took a deep breath.
“Like me having to see Erica this weekend.”
“You’re going back up to Seattle?”

“Yes, unfortunately.” I rolled my eyes exaggeratedly and
smiled. “You wanna come with me? Pretend to by my sister
and my girl?”

She swatted me and laughed softly. “Asshole.”
“Sorry. Too much? Too soon?”

“No. It’s fine. I just love him, Matt. I need to get him back,
but I can’t bend this time. He has to grow up and understand
that our relationship isn’t a college fling where we screw all
the time and don’t talk outside of the bedroom. I’m not living
that life. Not even for him.”

“Okay, first, TMI, and second, I agree. Asshole.” I pulled
my napkin into my lap. “I’m going to see Erica this weekend
and really consider her offer, I guess. What choice do I really
have? Everybody is for me making this move.”

“And what about you? Remind me what you’re so afraid
of.” She lifted her hand as I started to go down the list. “And
don’t you dare tell me for a minute that you’re scared of Erica
being a man-eater. | know you’re not Damon, but you’re a
Bryant. You’re a strong man.” She reached out and squeezed
my hand, winning me over more than she already had. “A
good man. She’s a great woman. Give her a chance from a
professional perspective at least.”

“Maybe.” I picked up my burger as they set it down in
front of me and took a big bite before glancing over to see her
eying the two fish dishes loaded with veggies. I finished eating



the large bite in my mouth and cut my burger in half. “This is
serious love here.”

“I feel it. Give me that.” She reached out and snatched it
from me before taking a bite bigger than mine.

“I swear you’re my sister from another mister.”

She laughed and almost choked, which had me chuckling
alongside her. I would go to Seattle and check things out one

more time. After that... it was time to shit or get off the pot.
Period.



CHAPTER 4
S



ERICA

I spent the next day immersed in projects just to keep myself

from thinking too much about my family situation or about
Matt. Neither were a healthy place for me to be, so I ignored
everything but the pile of to-do’s sitting on my desk. I had a
standing dinner with my best friend Lanie every Thursday
night, and though I really didn’t feel like having anyone at the
house, it wasn’t fair to cancel. She needed to hang out with me
as much as I needed to see her.

After driving through the empty streets near my high-rise
condo, I parked the car and walked up to my apartment,
wondering what other people who had a life, a family, a
spouse were up to. They were most likely sitting down to
dinner, or cooking with the ones they loved and laughing
about the events of the day.

By the time I reached my condo, my heart hurt. How long
was | going to hold myself out in hopes that the right guy
would come along? It almost felt like any guy was better than
the right guy, but it was my loneliness talking. I’d been the
center of attention in college, and my father had made sure to
make me feel loved and important if no one else did, but now
with him gone and college a distant memory, it was just me.

It was always just me.

I pushed the door open and walked in, hanging up my
keys, flipped on the light.

I needed a pet. Something to greet me when I walked into
my empty condo instead of the silence, which was depressing.



Lanie would be there any minute, and as I moved through the
darkness, I was almost grateful for not canceling. It would be
nice to be around someone that knew me and accepted me in
all of my quirkiness.

A knock at the door behind me had me smiling. “It’s open.
Come on in.”

The door opened and my petite best friend from
elementary school walked in with a large brown grocery sack
clutched to her chest. Whoever was hosting was in charge of
providing the kitchen and cleaning up. The other had to pick
up the meal and a bottle of cheap wine. We hated the thought
of doing it until we were cooking and laughing about life
together. Then it was all worth it.

“You look rough.” I set Frodo down and walked to take the
bag from Lanie.

“It was parent teacher conference night.” She let out a
groan and kicked off her flats. She only came up to my chin
and couldn’t have weighed over a hundred pounds. Her big
brown eyes were full of warmth, and her short blond hair was
in a pixie cut that made her look like she was still in her teens.
We were an odd pair, but meshed perfectly.

“I thought you loved visiting with your students’ parents.”
I set the bag down in the kitchen and pulled off my high heels
before washing my hands.

“I usually do, but there’s this one mom this year. Deborah
Turner. Ugh.” She started to pull various items out of the bag,
and within seconds I realized she’d brought over everything to
make my favorite dish - Chicken Piccata.

“Tell me about her. Make me feel better about my pathetic
life by diving into the unnecessary angst in yours.” I snorted as
she pushed her shoulder against mine and gave me a tight grin.

“She’s just a bitch. Plain and simple. She obviously didn’t
get enough attention as a child, and she thinks her daughter,
Sandy, should get my undivided attention. The little girl is
struggling with her letters and I’ve worked with her as much
as I’m able. There are twenty-two six year olds in the room.



It’s not like I can turn my attention away from them and just
focus on Sandy.”

“So get her some help, and maybe have the principal talk
to this lady. Seems like she’s not being reasonable at all.” I
pulled out the white wine and let out a soft sigh as I cradled it
against my breasts. “Thank God for the relief of a good glass
of wine. I don’t have a man, my job has become a total drag
and I haven’t gotten laid in a year, but I have rotten grapes.
Life is good.”

She snorted. “Life is good. We’re both gainfully employed
and we have each other.”

“Uh oh. What happened to Charles? Charley? Chuckie-
boy?” I bent over to pull out various pans for the meal as I
teased her about her latest boyfriend. Douche wouldn’t begin
to cover him.

“He decided that he wants a little more flare in a
relationship. He dumped me yesterday.”

I stood up and turned to face her, searching for sadness or
regret. [ surprisingly found none.

“I’m sorry to hear that?” I smiled. “I hated that guy, by the
way. He was creepy.”

“That’s because you’re uber-attractive and he used to stare
at you like you were a piece of meat.” She threw her hands in
the air. “Why do I even try? Men suck completely.”

“Only the good ones suck.” I wagged my eyebrows and
was grateful to get a soft chuckle from her. “You’ll find the
right guy. Just keep trying.”

“Where am [ supposed to meet someone? In a parent
teacher conference? Try again.” She huffed and worked on
getting the chicken in a skillet on the stove. “I just wish I
could bump into a hot guy at the grocery store or in a movie or
something.”

“In a movie?” I laughed, unable to help myself. “Like you
two are the only lone souls in the theatre and happen to be
sitting next to each other? He reaches into the popcorn tub just
as you do?”



She glanced over at me and rolled her eyes. “No, but it’s
getting old. I’ll be twenty-nine next month. I’'m ready to get
married, Erica. Unlike you, I’'m not good being alone. I
fucking hate it.”

Her voice broke, and I hated myself for teasing her. Just
because my loneliness was well hidden didn’t mean it didn’t
exist. I just wasn’t willing to give it a voice for fear of what it
might do to me to have to face it head on.

I moved in behind her and wrapped my arms around her,
squeezing softly and pressing my cheek to the back of her
head.

“It’s going to be okay. You’re a beautiful, talented, loving
woman. You’re going to meet an amazing man, and we’re
going to look back on this time in our lives and laugh.”

“And what about you?” She turned a little and I released
her.

“What about me?” I ignored the opening to dive into my
own pain. | wasn’t interested, nor had I had enough wine to
open the wound in my chest.

“You’re not even looking, are you?”
“Nope. I’'m good.”

“You can’t let that shit that happened with Tanner affect
you forever. You have to figure out how to let it go.”

“I’m not talking about Tanner tonight. That was five years
ago, Lanie. College is long gone, and he was a mistake. Plain
and simple.”

“He was a twelve-year mistake. It’s not that simple. You
can’t just tuck-"

“Hey.” I turned to face her and put my hands on my hips.
“I’m not going there tonight. If you want to talk about the
handsome billionaire who has my heart fluttering in my chest
and my stomach turning at the mention of his name, I’'m down,
but I’'m not talking about Tanner. He’s a memory I’d like to
leave in the past.”



“Okay. I’'m sorry.” She turned back to the stove and I felt
like an ass for jumping all over her.

Tanner Schultz was my high school sweetheart, the boy I
thought I would end up with after so many years of sharing my
heart, my time and my body with, but things didn’t work out.
It was a waste of my life and having my heart ripped out of my
chest and handed to me after giving myself to him from sixth
grade to our senior year in college left me leery of wanting
anyone’s attention - until Matt.

“It’s all right. I just can’t go there tonight.” I poured us a
glass of wine and handed hers to her. “So this new guy isn’t
really new. I just haven’t brought him up too much because I
wasn’t sure how I felt about him.”

“Is this Kent’s son, Matt?”
I chuckled. “I guess I have brought him up.”

“Only on occasion, and you never really talk much about
him, but you’ve mentioned him. He’s the only guy you’ve
mentioned.” She took a sip of her wine and set it down beside
the stove. “Tell me about him.”

After hopping up to sit on the counter beside her, I leaned
back and nursed my wine as [ worked through what to tell her.
A smile spread across my face and warmth filled my chest.
Matt was a dangerous choice for me because of how different
he was from Tanner. Maybe the attraction would wear off and
I would be left having to hurt him and myself, which sucked
royally.

“He’s about six-five, football type structure, big shoulders
and a strong chest. Blond hair, great tan and beautiful blue
eyes. He looks like a California boy, but he’s all Texas. He’s
funny as hell and loves to paint and dream in color. He’s sweet
and considerate, shy and a little nervous around me.”

“Wait. This doesn’t sound like the usual alpha asshole you
go for.” She winked at me and moved back from the stove.
“Done with the sauce. Just a few minutes and we can plate it
up. Did you make the salad?”



“Oh. Shit.” T hopped off the counter and worked on the
salad quickly as I continued. “I think there’s a side of Matt I
haven’t gotten to see yet. Something tells me that he’s very

much that alpha male that turns me on so much, but he keeps it
hidden.”

“Why in the world would he do that?”

“Because he’s part of the Bryant family? That would be
my guess. His father is pretty dominant, and his brother
Damon 1s an uber-control freak.” I shrugged. “Maybe he just
wants to stand out enough to get noticed.”

“And his mom?”

“She died a few years ago from cancer. His father just
remarried. That’s the trip I took to Jamaica.”

“Oh yeah. Lucky duck.” She moved up beside me and
peeled the cucumber with a paring knife like a pro. I needed to
learn to cook better so I could eventually impress the man I
hoped to get before I was too old to enjoy him.

“It was fun, but nothing really happened. Damon proposed
to his girlfriend Bethany, who happens to be his step-sister
now too.” I smiled as she glanced over at me with her eyebrow
raised.

“That’s not something you hear every day.”

“Right? The man knew what he wanted and he wasn’t
afraid to go after it.” I let out a girlie sigh. “I just wish his
brother felt like that about me.”

“How do you know he doesn’t?”

“I don’t, but I'm going to find out this weekend while he’s
in town.”

“I think you should tread lightly. Just have a good time
with him, and if he’s interested, you’ll be able to tell.”

“You think so?” I popped a carrot into my mouth.
“Oh yeah. He’ll be naked and in your bed. Easy enough?”

I groaned and closed my eyes. “I can only imagine.”



“Not now, please. I'm still here and we’re good friends,
but not that good.”

We shared a laugh and plated up dinner. The weekend
would be telling, but Lanie was right. I needed to be careful in
my approach and work hard to just enjoy the time I had with
him no matter how profitable it might be. A friendship was
better than nothing.



CHAPTER 5
S



MATT

I slept like shit the night before, but it was a common theme

when I knew the next day might include running into Erica
Hall. She was the epitome of sex incarnate in a power suit.
From her shoulder-length blond hair that framed her regal
features perfectly to the thick swell of her tight ass in her
business skirt.

She left me aching all over and wanting to give up my fast
from sex. She was the only woman that left me feeling that
way, which was all the more of a reason to tuck tail and run. I
was just like every other alpha asshole in the bedroom, and
therefore avoided it. I couldn’t find a woman who understood
that my appetite in the sheets had little to do with my devotion
and adoration outside of them.

Being someone who craved love like 1 did, it was just
easier to play it safe and keep my relationships more familial
and friendly. Anything more than that, and I’d have to explain
myself. My passions bled out in my art, but there was so much
more trapped inside of me, begging for the opportunity to
bleed out across the soft tight body of my father’s lead
advertising executive. It wasn’t something I was willing to let
my guard down about, which meant staying away.

The phone buzzed in my lap as I sat on the private jet
alone. Jonathan Luntz’s name popped up and I breathed a sigh
of relief. I could handle just about anyone but Erica. Why she
unraveled me so fast was something I needed to figure out and
conquer. It wasn’t like she was going anywhere anytime soon.

“This 1s Matt.”



“Matthew. It’s Jonathan. I take it you’re headed into the
city this afternoon?”

“I sure am. I’m sitting on a plane now, waiting to take off.
What time did you want to get together?” I glanced up as the
flight attendant closed the door and nodded toward me.

“Let’s have dinner at six at Landralla. It’s in the heart of
the art district. Very eclectic place. My wife loves it.”

Surprise rolled over me. I’d assumed he was gay, which
was asinine of me.

“Is your wife coming with you tonight?”

“Yes, so make sure you bring a date, if you’re able to.
She’ll feel out of sorts being the only one not blabbering on
and on about art.”

“What does she do for a living?”’

“She’s a real estate agent.” I could almost hear the smile in
his voice.

“Great. I’ll be there at six and will bring a friend with me. I
know just the girl.”

“Excellent. Well, safe travels and I can’t wait to share with
you some great news.”

My turn to smile. “Perfect. See you then.”

I leaned back in my seat after dropping the phone in the
empty seat beside me. Erica was probably busy for the
evening, at least she should be. A woman as beautiful as her
probably had a million things to do, including a man.

“We’re about to prepare for take-off. Feel free to use your
cell phone once we’re up in the air, Mr. Bryant.” The flight
attendant smiled and worked to buckle himself up.

“Great. Thanks.” I let out a soft sigh and closed my eyes as
Erica’s pretty face made a guest appearance in my mind. How
long was I going to have to keep up pretenses with her? With
everyone?

My jokes and silly references to her as a scary bitch were
just that. She was honestly everything I could imagine desiring



wrapped into one package, and that alone made her dangerous.

My father had been head over heels for my mother,
completely taken with her. So much so that he was either
ignorant or blind to all the shit she had pulled over the years.
The one thing I didn’t want to do was end up like him.
Completely in love with a woman who was spending her
afternoons in the arms of the man she really loved, which
wasn’t me.

The phone buzzed and I half expected it to be Jonathan
again with some small detail he forgot to include. I was
pleased to see it was Bethany instead. I waited until we were
in the air to call her back.

“This is Bethany.”
“Hey Sis.” I forced some energy into my voice.

“Hey you. I just wanted to wish you a safe trip. I wish I
could go with you. We’re headed down to Florida again this
weekend, and you know I work for a slave driver.” She
sounded better than she had in a while, but the sadness still
lingered in her voice.

I forced a chuckle. “I understand. I’'m excited about
meeting up with Jonathan tonight, but he’s asking me to bring
a date. I didn’t want to tell the poor guy that finding a date in
three hours 1n a city I’'m not familiar with would be almost as
hard as trying to walk up Mount Kilimanjaro, backwards,
barefoot, naked.”

“Oh Lord.” She laughed softly. “Just ask Erica. You guys
will have fun, and you know how much she loves art. Give her
a chance Matt.”

“Easy for you to say. It’s not your delicate flesh on the
line.” T shivered and responded verbally to let her know I’d
done it.

“You’re so ridiculous, and the funny part is that you know
it.”

“Yep. You guys just see what you want to see, but your
vantage point is a little different than mine. I’'m on the ground
floor with the troops. I’'m in the trenches and you guys are-"



“Watching from lofty towers?”
I smirked. “Exactly.”

“Just ask her, you silly thing. You guys could be friends if
nothing else. You were meeting up with her today anyway,
right?”

“I need to for sure. I don’t know about tonight, but I'll
think about it. You doing okay?”’

“I’m hanging in there.”

“Right. It sounds like it. I’ll talk to Damon for you this
weekend and see what’s going on.”

“No! I don’t want any help.”

I pulled the phone from my ear like she’d slapped me.
CCOkay.!',

“I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to snap at you. I just want this
thing between us to work out the way it should or be over.
That’s all.”

“And what’s the way it should work out?” I couldn’t help
but ask, though I already knew what Bethany was hoping for,
but it was a fantasy. My brother had been the way he was since
coming out of the womb.

“It should be Damon that puts forth some effort in trying to
adjust his go-to response every time something goes wrong
between us.”

“Sex and touch are his love language. There is nothing to
adjust. He’s a dick, and he could work on that for sure, but
would you really like him if he were a different man? That guy
you fell in love with i1s still the same guy that’s hurting just
like you are.”

“He’s hurting?” Her voice softened.

“Duh. I swear for a brilliant girl, you sure are being dense
about this.”

“Thanks, butt-hole.”

“Anytime. You know I care about both of you.”



“I do. Let’s not talk about my shit anymore though. You
need to get emotionally and mentally prepared to meet the
woman of your dreams this weekend.”

“Oh yeah? You think I’'m going to run into her while I’'m
in Seattle? Did you have a vision or something you want to
share?” I was being cheeky, but I loved goading Bethany more
than anyone else.

“Really? You know Erica is perfect for you, Matt.”

“I know. I’ve heard it a million times. No is my answer. |
don’t want a woman like her. Honestly. She’s beautiful and
leaves my insides shaking with white-hot need, but she’s not
the kind of woman I want to emotionally tie myself to.”

“Why is that? It makes no sense to me.”

“Because, my nosy new sister, she’s just like Damon.
Strong, confident, a bitch and a half, and I love it. I would
become her lap dog in public and put a collar on her in the
bedroom. She would bring out the worst parts of me. Kinda
like Damon’s doing to you.”

“You think he’s brought out the worst of me?” Sadness
swept through her tone and [ realized the error of my
statement.

“No and yes. You’re miserable and yet you’re waiting on
him to come grovel at your feet. Where I think it is quite
possible that he would, you’re going about this all wrong. My
brother works best under the guise of jealousy.”

“Oh, hell no. I’'m not working to make him jealous. That’s
dangerous for everyone involved.”

“True, but it works. Just something to think about. If we’re
looking for effective here, then you gotta make a move. He
doesn’t feel like he’s done anything wrong.”

“He told you that?” Her voice gained back some strength.
I’d hit a nerve.

“No. I’'m just telling you his normal MO. If I’'m wrong,
then I’'m wrong, but he is my brother. Start working on a plan
to get him back or walk away.”



“You’re right. When you get back, let’s devise a plan.”
“Not willing to give up?”

“On Damon? Never. I love him with this fiery passion that
leaves me breathless just thinking about him. Hell, no. I’ll
never give up.”

“Then stop sitting on the sidelines and go get him. You’re
leaving the door open for any other woman who’s wanted a
shot at him to slip in by waiting on him to make a move. He’ll
grow up eventually, but don’t lose him in the process, and
keep your eyes on that bitch, Delilah. She’s wanted Damon
since they were kids.” 1 shivered again, this time without
forcing it.

“I knew 1it! She’s so damn mean to me.”

“Yeah, there’s a reason for that. You have, or had,
something she wants.” I ran my hand down the front of my
face.

“All right. When you get back, we’ll figure it out.”

“Sounds good. Have a great weekend and wish me luck.
I’m going into the viper’s nest.”

“Oh brother.”

“That’s me.” I smiled and dropped the call, enjoying the
lingering effects of talking with my new stepsister. She was
good for all of us, and her mother was the best healing for my
dad’s heart. He still wasn’t over my mom’s death, not that any
of us were.

I closed my eyes and tried to relax as the plane turned
slowly. The movement and the hum of the engine lulled me
into a daydream state where everything was warm and cozy,
safe and welcoming.

The living room wasn't mine, but someone who had taste, no
doubt. The colorful painting that hung on the wall behind a
brilliant red couch caught my attention and I walked toward it,
stopping to let my eyes take in the emotion trapped behind the
textured paint.



Passion.

“You like it?” Erica’s voice was soft and startled me a
little.

I glanced over my shoulder and almost swallowed my
tongue.

“Love it,” I whispered hoarsely and turned to face the
beautiful vixen.

She stood in the doorway to what appeared to be a
bedroom, her shoulder pressed to the doorframe and body
clad in nothing more than a translucent nightie that brushed
the top of her thighs. There wasn't a part of her that I couldn t
see. From the smoky rose color of her nipples pressing against
the fabric to the dark patch of hair between her thighs. Every
part of me woke up and screamed for connection.

“Come here, Matt.”

“I cant.” I crossed my arms over my chest and tried to

breathe past the burning desire lodged in my stomach.
L3 Why? »
“Because you scare the fuck out of me.’

)

“I won't hurt you.” She lifted her arm and tilted her head
to the side, stealing my heart if it wasn't already hers. It had
been for the last few years as much as I hated to admit it.

“I’'m not worried about you hurting me.”

“What are you worried about then?” Sadness brushed
across her face, and I dropped my arms and moved toward her.

“I'm worried that you’ll wake me up from the deep sleep
I've been in.”

My eyes fluttered open as I crashed into her. A groan left me
as I clenched the handles of the seat I was sitting in and the
flight attendant walked toward me.

“Mr. Bryant, are you okay?”
“Oh yeah. Just need a glass of whiskey. Now, please.”



CHAPTER 6
S



ERICA

M andy walked beside me down the hall the next morning,

rattling off a list of things that we needed to get through
before our Monday afternoon meeting with Kent. I nodded and
took note of the important ones, but didn’t interrupt her until
we were in my office, seated across my desk from one another.
I had on my favorite grey slacks and a tight blue shirt that left
me feeling powerful and pretty.

“E-mail that list to me, and you make sure you stay
focused on the new service campaign. Kent is going to start
offering a new line of advisory services to our customers in
Dallas, and we need to make sure the imagery is spot on. Find
a few pictures of men in the oil field, or grab the right models
and get the photos ourselves.”

“Of course.” She nodded and scribbled something down.
“When do you want a mock up?”

“By Monday if you have stock imagery that you can use.
Actually, use stock photos for now, and if we need to take our
own pictures, we’ll just make sure Kent knows that.” I turned
and typed in my password on my computer to find forty new
messages waiting for me. Corporate jobs paid the bills, but
what a fucking drag to have to sit behind a desk all day and
create drama out of nothingness.

“Will do. Anything else you need me to focus on?”

I leaned in a little as one of the e-mails caught my
attention. “Oh nice. Blink-182 is back on tour? I didn’t even
know they were coming to Seattle.”



“Oh yeah. Lewis has tickets that he was trying to get rid
of. You want me to send him in?”

Excitement pumped through me. I hadn’t been to a concert
in forever, but I knew without a doubt that Lanie would /ove to
go with me.

“That would be great, actually. I need to do something fun
before my head explodes.” I leaned back in my chair and
studied Mandy, wondering what the girl’s life was like outside
of the office. The sad reality was that I knew very little about
my staff, but it was a protection mechanism to keep everyone
at arm’s length. It allowed me not to be invested emotionally
and then crushed when something went wrong, which it
would. It always did in my life. My relationship with Lanie
was the only solid friendship I had, or wanted.

Mandy chuckled and brushed her long brown hair over her
shoulder. “All right. I’ll send Lewis in. We’re ordering
sandwiches today. You want me to get you anything special?”

“Nope. I’ll just eat whatever you guys are eating. [’'m not
picky.”

She bit her bottom lip and studied me for a minute. I lifted
my eyebrow and chuckled. She had something on her mind.

“Can I ask you something?”” Her expression softened.

“Absolutely.” I leaned back in my chair and gave her my
full attention.

“How do you stay in such great shape? You’re here all the
time with us and eat what we eat, but you look like a million
bucks. I don’t mean to be too forward, but-"

“No, it’s fine. I run a lot late at night, and I have enough
exercise videos to fill up this office.” I snorted and stood. “It’s
all about balance, right? I eat better for the other meals during
the day and just let myself go for one meal a day at most.”

“Very cool.” She smiled and nodded before standing up
too. “Thanks, Miss Hall.”

“Erica, Mandy. I think I’ve told everyone to call me Erica
at least ten times in the last year.” I walked around the desk



and opened the door to my office for her.

“It’s just hard to call your boss by her first name. I’ll
remind them. Thanks again.”

I watched her go and leaned against the doorframe of my
door for only a moment before the phone buzzing behind me
pulled me from my thoughts. Maybe I needed to loosen up a
little. Maybe being more relatable to my staff wouldn’t be
such a bad thing.

Turning, I walked quickly toward my desk and picked up
the phone. “This is Erica Hall.”

“Erica. It’s Kent. Do you have a minute?”

“For you? I guess I could make time.” I sat down and
smiled as he chuckled on the other end of the phone. My boss
had a special place in my life. He was a good mentor, a semi-
father figure and a friend.

“Well, thank you, kindly.” He cleared his throat as I looked
up to see my secretary, Joan, stick her head in the office. |
shook my head at her that [ wasn’t to be disturbed and to close
the door. Whatever she needed could wait.

“Of course. What can I do for you, Kent?”

“You know that Matthew is headed up to Seattle right now,
and from what Damon tells me, he’s planning on meeting with
you one more time over the job offering up there.”

“It’s not the same position as that one has been filled, but
yes, he’s going to stop by the office this afternoon to chat for a
little bit. I figured we would work to open a position for him
after I worked to understand what he was looking for.”

“He’s not really looking for anything, unfortunately. I wish
he would grow up and realize the value of the opportunity
before him, but you know how he is.”

“He’s a right brained guy. Much like everyone else in my
department. I’ll work on him today and see what I can do.”

“I was hoping that would be your response. Damon and |
had dinner last night, and we were thinking that maybe the



way to go about getting Matt to come join us isn’t to push him
into it, but to have you just bind him to your side a little.”

“I’m not sure I understand. Matt’s not exactly fond of me.”

“Yes he is. He’s just being dramatic about you with all of
us, but he’s attracted to you. I saw the way he watched you in
Jamaica.”

Warmth filled my chest and raced up my neck to coat my
cheeks. “Are you asking me to use that attraction to reel him
into the company?”

“Nope. I would never do that. I’'m asking you to not talk
about business while you guys are together. Instead, take him
to see the city this weekend. Have fun with him and maybe
show him around some of the art galleries. Just make him see
that there is far more for him in Seattle than he’s giving the
city credit for.”

“Why are you and Damon trying to get rid of him? Seems
odd to me.”

Kent chuckled. “We’re trying to give him a fresh start
away from Dallas. We love him to death, you know that. He
just needs to grow up and find himself, and to be completely
honest, I just don’t think that’s going to be here. He grew up
here and has planted his roots in deep, but it’s never been him.
I wanna see him fully bloom somewhere, Erica. I just can’t
shake the fact that he should be there. You can help me get
him there. I know you can.”

I let out a soft sigh and closed my eyes. Kent didn’t know
what he was asking of me. Matt did belong in Seattle, but
having him reject me and then move up to my city where we
could bump into each other ten times a day sounded like hell
on earth, but like most things... this wasn’t about me.

“I’ll see what I can do.”

“Excellent. How are we doing on our advisory campaign
ads?”

“We’re working hard on them. I’ll have a mock up ready
by Monday for you to review.”



“Just one or two ads this time. I know you like variety, but
I don’t. Just put forth what you think would be best, and I’1l
choose from the limited options you give me.”

I laughed. “That never works for us, but we will try it one
more time.”

He chuckled as well. There hadn’t been a meeting in the
last two years that he hadn’t asked for at least one more
drawing. It was a running joke between them.

“I’ll do my best to choose from what you bring.”

“And if you don’t, I’ll bring more. It’s what we do.” I
finished up the conversation and got up to walk down the hall
to Lewis’ office. He glanced up from his computer and gave
me a warm smile.

“Boss. Did you come down here to scalp my tickets to the
concert tomorrow night?”

“I’m almost positive that scalping means to sell the tickets,
so you would be the scalper.” I awarded him a quirky smile
and stopped in front of his desk.

“And you would be the scalpee? That sounds horrible.” He
pulled out two tickets and handed them to me. “Have fun.
You’ll have to update me on how the band does.”

“I will. How much are they?”
“Nothing. It was a gift. ’'m good paying it forward.”

“No. I’'m not taking the tickets for nothing, Lewis. I’ll just
get the market value of them and pay you on Monday.”

“I really wish you wouldn’t. They’re great seats and you
need to enjoy life a little more. You’re a great boss and we’re
always trying to think of ways to get you to get out and enjoy
yourself.”

“You are?” Emotion raced up my chest and lodged in my
throat. Had they been trying to help me live a little more?
Maybe so. I hadn’t noticed, but the thought of them caring
brought me to tears.



“Oh hey. I'm sorry.” He stood up and snatched a Kleenex
from the box on his desk. “I didn’t mean to upset you.”

“No, it’s okay. I'm just tired. I didn’t sleep too well last
night.”

“Something on your mind?” He tilted his head to the side
and watched me.

“No, but thanks for asking.” I lifted the tickets and dabbed
my eyes with the tissue. “Thanks again for these. I need it.”

“Anytime.”

His warmth followed me down the hall back to my office,
and I figured I had about ten minutes to have a good cry, but
the broad shouldered, blond haired man sitting in the seat
across from my desk with his back to me left me trying to pull
myself together.

“Matt?” 1 closed the door behind me as he stood and
turned. The goofy grin on his face left my heart racing. He was
beyond attractive in all the right ways, but it wasn’t the lust
that sat between us, but the promise that so much more could
exist if we could push past the awkwardness of our
relationship.

“Erica Hall.” He extended his hand and shook mine firmly
as his eyes moved down the length of my body. It was a relief
to know that if nothing else, he was interested in checking me
out. “Don’t you look beautiful today?”

“Thanks.” I released his hand and walked around to the
other side of my desk. “How was the flight?”

“Too short. I sleep like a baby on those things.” He sat
down in the chair closest him and cross his clasped hands over
his stomach.

“How long are you in town?” I glanced down at the tickets
and thought maybe for a minute about asking him, but lost my
nerve. I was too raw from the simple kindness Lewis and
Mandy had shown that morning.

“I’m here until Monday afternoon. I’m staying at the Hyatt
just down the road.” He nodded toward the tickets. “Whatcha



got there?”

I handed them to him. “Blink-182 tickets. [ haven’t been to
a concert in forever and they’re one of my favorite bands.”

“Oh my goodness.” He laughed low in his chest. “I love
these guys.”

I nodded and sat back, trying hard to relax. Everything
about him turned me on. He was like the greatest treasure I
might get the opportunity to uncover. I just needed to know
which key to use to open him up.

“I have two tickets.” I shrugged, trying to appear casual.
“You can join me if you like. I was going to ask a friend, but
I’m happy to take you with me.”

“Seriously?” His eyes lit up and his smile was so big it had
to hurt.

[ found myself smiling like an idiot because of him.
“Yeah. It could be fun.”

“It’ll be a blast.” He licked his lips and handed me the
tickets back. “So I’ll go with you tomorrow night, but I have
this stupid dinner I need to have with Jonathan Luntz tonight.
He’s bringing his wife and told me to bring a date. Any way I
can twist your arm to come with me? You’re the only woman |
know in Seattle.” He snorted and crossed his arms over his
chest.

I could have taken his comment as an insult, but I decided
not to.

“Yeah. I'll go.”

“Just a friendly dinner. We’ll get ice cream or something
afterward if you’re up for it.”

I nodded. “Sounds good to me.”



CHAPTER 7
S



MATT

I was having trouble breathing by the time I got to the bottom

floor of McKenzie and Bryant’s beautiful glass building in
downtown Seattle. Erica was willing to go to dinner as my
date, and I’d signed myself up to going to the Blink-182
concert with her the next night. Two nights with her tucked
against my side. I might not survive it.

The image of her standing in the doorway as I turned a few
minutes before seared me. My cock twitched in my jeans, my
stomach tightened as desire ran around crazy deep inside me.
What I would give to let loose and rein passion all over her.
She was so strong and fierce, and yet a softness played on her
features moments before. Had someone upset her? The need to
protect her roared to life inside of me, surprising me a little.
I’d have to be careful that weekend, or all the walls I'd
resurrected to keep myself in check would come crumbling
down and she’d be mine - at least for a few days.

The drive to the hotel was quick, but the luxury of taking
the latest Audi for a spin was a treat. I had an old truck back
home that I loved to drive and wasn’t willing to give up on just
yet, but after this weekend, I might have to use a little bit of
the money I’d saved up and buy myself a nice car. It was too
hard not to feel like a king sitting in the damn thing.

The valet rushed toward me as I pulled up to the Hyatt and
opened my door for me.

“Good afternoon, Sir. Welcome to the Hyatt.”



“Thanks.” I got out and took the ticket the guy offered
before walking into the hotel. It wasn’t the one my father
wanted me to stay at, but it was good enough for me. Too
fancy and I’d start to feel like the rich kid I hated being.

Memories of trying to hide my wealth when I was in
secondary school washed over my vision and I couldn’t help
but laugh. How stupid was I? My brother was flaunting it, and
I couldn’t stand for anyone to know that we came from money.
It didn’t feel right. It wasn’t my money to flaunt anyway.

“Hi, Sir. Welcome to the Hyatt. How can I help you?” The
middle-aged woman at the counter gave me a warm smile.

“I’'m here to check in. Matthew Bryant.” I pulled out my
phone to pull up the reservation and couldn’t seem to get
cellular service. “Weird. Is your Wi-Fi working?”

She glanced up and nodded. “It was a few minutes ago.
You might need to step outside if it’s giving you trouble.”

“Okay. I’'ll do that.” I put the phone back in my pocket and
took in the various pieces of art around the lobby. My dream
was to one day walk into a place and see my own work
accenting the beauty of the place. I had a long way to go, but I
was willing to push if it meant recognizing my dreams.

“Hmmm...”

I turned my attention back to the woman. “Hmmm doesn’t
sound like a good thing.”

“It’s just that I see your reservation, but the hotel is
overbooked.” She gave me an apologetic look. “We have
another hotel across town, but it’s about fifteen minutes. Do
you want me to call over there and see if they have an
opening?”

I had just enough time to check in, change and get back
over to the restaurant originally, but now with a few additional
minutes on my hands, I figured I would text Erica and just
pick her up at her place.

“No, I’'m good. I’m just going to use your restroom. I’ll
call my secretary and have her book another hotel close by.
Thanks.” I turned and pulled my suitcase toward the restroom,



trying hard not to get annoyed. I couldn’t control all the shit
life flung at me, but I learned from an early age the one thing I
could own - how I reacted to the shit. Getting upset over the
hotel would leave me pissy for what was surely to be a great
night. Not only did I like Jonathan and looked forward to
seeing what his thoughts were regarding my work, but I would
get to sit next to the most beautiful woman on the planet.
Nothing could dent that. Not even the extreme nervousness
over all of it.

“So what happened?” Erica glanced over at me as she ran her
hands over her grey skirt. It stopped just above her knees,
leaving plenty of tanned flesh for me to covet.

“They had my reservation, but had overbooked the hotel.
It’s weird that they wouldn’t stop booking people when they
ran out of rooms.” I rolled my eyes and chuckled as she
buckled up. “We’re going to Landralla tonight. I’ve only been
once and it was forever ago. You okay with that?”

“Oh yeah. I love their sea bass. It’s juicy and melts on your
tongue.” She glanced over at me with a pseudo-innocence that
had my body reacting violently. Maybe spending half the
weekend with the woman who played center stage for all of
my fantasies was a bad idea. Nothing good could come of it
but me capturing the sounds of her moans for replay later
when I was back in my own world.

“Sounds delicious. Hey, I was thinking, if you want to take
your friend tomorrow night to the concert, you should. I didn’t
mean to-"

“No way. I’'m glad you want to go. Those concerts get
crazy. Having a big guy like you with me 1s perfect. Poor
Lanie isn’t even up to my chin.” She smiled and the world
seemed brighter. Her blond hair played along the tops of her
shoulders, and the silky blue shirt that clung to her breasts
brought out the darkness in her sapphire eyes. She would be



the perfect picture to paint. I could capture so many emotions
in her face alone.

“Are you calling me fat?” I smiled as I pulled myself out
of the depths of passion that were starting to suffocate me.

This is the reason you run from this woman. Hello?

“Never. You’re incredibly handsome. I like how big you
are. It’s blistering hot.” She smiled in a way that didn’t match
her come-on.

I swallowed hard and pulled up to the restaurant. “No
flirting with me in front of Jonathan. It makes me blush.”

She laughed and got out of the car, meeting me in front of
the restaurant. “You are a little flush.”

“That’s all your fault, Miss Hall.” I opened the door for her
and breathed in softly, wanting the scent of her perfume to
stain my lungs.

I moved up to the hostess stand as Jonathan called out my
name from across the room. Where the place was fancy,
Jonathan was wealthy enough not to adhere to social standards
it would seem.

“I like him already.” She slipped her arm into mine and
glanced up. “Just relax and make sure you don’t sell yourself
short. Oh I know... let me tell him that ’'m your agent.”

“Do I need an agent?” I glanced down at her and tried not
to stare at her lips. Soft and pale pink. They had to give the
softest kisses imaginable. Is that what I wanted? Soft?

“No, but you’re far too good of a guy for anyone to take
advantage of you. Let me help.”

I stopped and turned to face her, pulling her flush against
me as I leaned down and locked eyes with her.

“Do I look like the kind of man that needs help?”” I wanted
to be my brother, and for a moment, I sure as fuck felt like
him. Powerful and strong. The kind of guy Erica would want
with a burning passion inside of her. The kind of man she
deserved.



Her breath caught in her chest as she pressed her palms to
my chest. “No, but let me help anyway. It will make me feel
better than sitting here like a bump on a log. Please?”

I smiled and released her. “All right. Could be fun.”

She laughed and slipped her arm back into mine. “And I’'m
your girlfriend tonight.”

“What?” I glanced down at her about the time we reached
the table. Too late. She was going to have fun and all I could
do was trust her that whatever she was up to would be good
for me too.

“Matthew. This is my wife, Margaret.” Jonathan offered
his hand and I shook it and then his wife’s.

“This 1s Erica Hall. She’s my agent and my girlfriend.” |
slid my hand over her lower back and enjoyed far too much
how her muscles tightened under my touch. She should be my
girlfriend, but I was too much of a wimp to make that happen.
The attraction was skin deep, but I couldn’t let lust be all we
had. That would never work for me.

“Nice to see you again, Miss Hall. I believe we met a week
or so ago at our initial interview.” Jonathan smiled at Erica and
shook her hand.

“We sure did. Nice to see you again too, Jonathan.” She
turned to Margaret. “Nice to meet you as well.”

We sat down after the pleasantries were over, and damn if
Erica didn’t scoot her chair a little closer to mine. The smell of
her perfume washed over me again, and suddenly spending the
evening with Jonathan was the last thing I wanted to do.

“Let’s talk business first and then we can enjoy dinner
together. Would that be all right?” Erica spoke up, surprising
me a little.

“Oh, I like her even more.” Jonathan laughed and picked
up a wine menu. “Let’s get a couple of bottles of wine and
then I’'ll bring out the contracts. I think I’d like to have a
showing in the next month or so at De Luge if you’re up for
that Matthew?”



“That sounds great actually. Do you think we have enough
to put on a full showing or should we couple my work with
another artist?” I slid my arm over the back of Erica’s chair
and leaned in a little, not quite thinking through my actions.

“I think you have more than enough, but that’s just my
humble opinion.” Her voice was soft, and I realized she was
looking up at me.

I glanced down and let my eyes move across her face,
memorizing the way she watched me. I felt like I could rule
the world with her staring at me like I meant something. I took
a shallow breath and sat back, pulling my arm from behind her
and working like hell to stay focused on Jonathan.

“I agree with Erica’s assessment. We have more than
enough. The showing will be free to the public.”

“No. You need to charge to bring in the right clientele.
We’ll do free later when Matt’s more established.” Erica
pulled her napkin down into her lap and pressed her forearms
to the table.

“How much do you think we should charge? We usually
do fifty to five thousand. For our new talent we start with a
free showing.”

“Charge ten thousand.” She glanced over at me. “He’s
incredibly talented. Value his work at what it’s worth from the
beginning and we won’t have to work up to anything.”

I almost swallowed my tongue. Every inch of my skin
tingled with the desire to feel her against me. I had to get up,
or I was going to make the biggest mistake of my life. Would I
survive having a woman like Erica for a weekend and never
again? No. No fucking way.

“Excuse me for a minute.” I pushed my chair back and got
up. I needed air. I had to run. Now. Hard and fast before I
changed my mind and offered her my freedom and my heart.



CHAPTER 8
S



ERICA

“I s he okay?” Jonathan asked me as he leaned back in his

chair. The gangly artist was exactly what one would
expect of an art dealer. His shirt was every color of the
rainbow and his dark hair was slicked back. His wife was cute,
but lost to a game on her phone. It was almost comical, at least
it was before Matt got a wild look in his eyes and bolted for
the door.

Maybe I’d overstepped my boundaries.

“I think so. Let me go check on him.” I got up and walked
through the restaurant searching for him. Worry wrapped in
fear danced through my stomach as I reached the front door.
What was I going to do if he’d left me there?

“Hey. I'm right here.” He turned to face me as the wind
picked up from the water and blew his blond hair about.

“You okay?” I walked toward him, wanting to reach out
and touch him, but knowing that it was probably better that I
didn’t.

“Yeah. I just felt a little overwhelmed. I’ve wanted to share

my art my whole life, but it needed to be on my terms, you
know?”

“Oh, I’'m sorry. I can back up some. I should have let you-”

He lifted his finger and pressed it to my lips. “No, it’s not
that. I love what you’re doing for me. I meant that [ wanted to
gain this privilege on my own and not with my father’s help.



I’ve done that now. It’s an incredible feeling, but all the
emotions raging inside of me have me a little dizzy.”

I gripped his wrist lightly and pulled his finger from my
mouth. “So you want me to help, or no? I’'m good either way. I
just want what’s best for you.”

He smiled and studied my face. “I want your help. You’re
my girl after all, right?”

1 want to be.
I chuckled. “Yeah. I’'m playing that part for the night.”

“All night?” His smile faded and he took a step closer to
me, sucking the air out of the patio around us and leaving my
knees weak.

Every wicked hot fantasy I’d had of him blasted through
my vision and [ stifled a moan.

“Don’t tease me,” 1 whispered roughly and moved back
toward the door.

“I thought women liked to be teased.” He reached around
me and held the door open as I walked back in. He towered
over me in a way that left me feeling petite and feminine. I
loved it with a passion.

“Only in the bedroom.” I glanced behind me and winked
as his eyes widened.

“I’ll remember that.” He touched my lower back and
moved up beside me.

“You sure you’re okay with me negotiating on your
behalf?”

“Yeah. I love it. It’s a turn on.” He glanced down at me,
the look on his face sensual and strong.

I had no doubt that he was two different personalities, like
all of us were. The fun-loving guy that enjoyed a good laugh
and wanted life to be a party was only part of who he was. I
wanted to see the other side of him. The one I kept catching
glimpses of, though he was more than enough no matter if I
ever saw it.



I took my seat and ignored his comment about me being
dominant being a turn on. I could analyze it later that night
while I worked myself into a frenzy alone in my bed.

“Everyone good?” Jonathan gave us a warm smile and
lifted the bottle of wine. “The liquor is here, so this party is
just going to get better and better.”

We laughed and worked through the rest of the details on
Matt’s contract. It would seem that Jonathan had the chance to
show Matt’s work to some of his high net worth clients and
they loved the paintings. The first showing would just be for
them, and the profits on the event would be split sixty-forty in
Matt’s favor. I had to whittle Jonathan down and give Matt
more than a few stern looks to make it all happen, but in the
end it all worked out.

“I have to say that I’'m rather impressed.” Jonathan stood
next to me at the front of the restaurant. Matt had a call he had
to take, and Margaret was in the restroom.

“How so?”’ I turned and lifted my eyes to focus on him.

“Matthew is a Bryant. Rarely do men like him let a woman
do his bidding. He’s a different bird than his flock, no?”

“He 1s, but in a good way, I think.” I glanced out to catch a
glimpse of him walking back and forth in front of the
restaurant. His ass looked divine in his slacks, but I couldn’t
help but lament over him not having his jeans on anymore. I’d
have to talk him into wearing them to the concert the next
night. Just the thought of having another night with him left
me smiling like a silly schoolgirl.

“Does he know that you’re in love with him?” Jonathan
picked up a mint and offered it to me.

“No. He has no clue,” I murmured and popped it into my
mouth. “It’s far more complicated than you might think.”

“Most things worth having are.” He chuckled.

Matt walked back through the front door as he slipped his
phone in his pocket and smiled.



“Just Damon checking in on things. He was glad to hear
that you were here with me.” He winked at me.

“That’s because he knows you care very little about money
and would give your stuff away for free if we let you.” |
reached out and brushed something off his dark green shirt.
“It’s worth too much to let it be devalued.”

“The woman 1s right.” Jonathan moved back as his wife
rejoined us. “And I think the same could be said about me. I
love to share my art, but people are quick to take advantage of
anything they can. Show it to those that will appreciate it most,
and then when you’re well-known and wealthy... show it to
everyone who will look.”

“I like that.” Matt nodded and offered me his arm. “You
ready?”

“One more thing.” Jonathan lifted his finger. “What are
your plans on moving up here to join us versus staying in
Dallas?”

“I haven’t decided yet.” Matt’s eyes shifted back toward
me. “It’s still up in the air. This pretty woman right here is
trying to talk me into coming to work for her at my father’s

“Oh, interesting.” Jonathan tilted his head to the side and
studied me. “Please do tell me that you’re involved in the
advertising for McKenzie and Bryant. I love their slogan so
much. It was done by a world-class artist.”

“Erica did that for us.” Matt ran his hand down my back,
resting his fingers just above the curve of my rear and leaving
my pulse to spike. I wanted so much more than he would offer,
but the simplicity of his touch left me on edge and almost
panting. How much could I really handle?

Jonathan laughed loudly and clapped his hands. “Erica
Hall. You aren’t just Matt’s agent and his girlfriend, you’re an
artist yourself.”

“I used to be.” I clasped my hands together in front of my
waist and glanced back over toward Matt. “Let’s get out of
here before he starts trying to show my work too.”



“Oh I would love that,” Jonathan cooed.

We all laughed and said our goodbyes. I watched Jonathan
and his wife walk toward the parking lot, laughing about
something and seeming to enjoy each other.

“I like him.” I turned to face Matt as his Audi pulled up
beside us.

“He’s a good guy. Different, but I would assume most art
dealers need to be a little mysterious, right?”

I laughed and got in the car as one of the valets held the
door open for me. “Do you think art has to be mysterious?”

“No, but I think when we look at a panting, it’s always
going to be part of the experience. Just think about it. You’re
trying to see into the mind of the artist, right? You’re
constantly thinking to yourself, what the hell was he thinking
when he painted this.”

I laughed and snuggled back into my seat. The wine
warmed my blood and left me feeling far more open that 1
would have allowed otherwise.

“Where are you staying again?”

“I was going to stay at the Hyatt, but they overbooked the
damn place, remember?” He smiled and glanced over at me.
“You’re drunk.”

“I am not.” I sat up and smiled.

“You’re pretty close. I like it. It’s cute.” He pulled out into
traffic and rolled the windows down. “It feels so damn good
out here in the fall.”

“Stay with me tonight.” I reached out and turned the air
off. “You don’t need to get another hotel. You and I have been
friends for a while now. I have a couch. You can take it, or I
will, but don’t go trying to find a hotel this late at night.”

“It’s eight.” He stopped at a red light and reached over to
touch my shoulder. He brushed the back of his fingers down
my exposed skin and breathed in deeply. “I’m not sure staying
with you would be a good idea. You taking charge and
working all that shit out tonight was a huge turn on. As if you



weren’t enough, but your aggressive ass personality is
incredibly drawing.”

“Drawing?” 1 forced myself not to reach for his hand. I
wanted to feel his fingers glide on every part of me, needed to
with a desire that [ hadn’t felt in years.

“Yeah. It pulls me closer to you. Scares the fuck outta me
too.” He turned the station to something a little more upbeat.
“I’ll sleep on the couch if you’re okay with that. How about
we pick up the stuff to make cookies or brownies or
something? I have a sweet tooth that isn’t going to let me go
without giving it attention tonight.”

“Mmmm... I haven’t had sweets in almost four months.”

“What?” He pulled into a small grocery store down from
my condo. “You’re not living if you’re not indulging from
time to time, woman.”

“Woman?” I got out of the car and laughed at the stern
look he gave me. “How many personalities do you have, Mr.
Bryant?”

“More than I care to count.” He held the door open for me
and moved up beside me as I grabbed a cart and walked in.
“Are you a cookie girl or a brownie girl.”

“Both? 1T used to make something called slutty brownies
back in college. They’re delicious.”

“I like the sound of them already.” He laughed. “What’s in
these hookery treats?”

My turn to laugh. “Cookie dough, Oreos and brownie mix.
Let’s get everything we need and then we’ll make them right
when we get back to my place. Once you try these things,
you’ll never go back.”

“Something tells me this weekend is going to make it hard
as hell to consider going back in lots of ways,” he mumbled
and moved ahead of me to grab the cookie dough. He turned
around and I let my eyes run up the length of his body.

“Are you afraid of me, Matt?”



“Terrified.” He dropped the tube of dough into the basket
and gripped the sides of the handle around me, trapping me
against his chest. “You?”

“Not even an ounce,” I panted softly, knowing we were
about to step into something I might not survive.

“Hot,” he whispered against my hair and walked toward
the center of the grocery store.

I turned and watched him go, trying to decide if I was
going to man up or run like hell.

Both sounded viable, but when he paused and glanced over
his shoulder at me, I realized I wasn’t going anywhere without
him.

No matter the cost.



CHAPTER 9
S



MATT

¢ A Il right, so show me how to make the delicious

brownies, and promise me that they’re completely
calorie free. I’'m trying to watch my girlish figure.” I shook my
head like I had flowing hair and enjoyed the sly smile on her
face far more than I should have.

“Let’s just go on a run tomorrow morning and we’ll be
set.” She bent over to pull a pan from under the cabinet, giving
me a great view of her rear.

“You should go change. Get out of your work clothes and
put on something comfortable.” I moved up to the counter and
took the pan from her. “Tell me what to do and I’ll get the
dessert going.”

“You haven’t changed yet.” Her eyes moved across me,
leaving me to feel more exposed than I thought possible. My
need to run was driving through me at breakneck speed, but
the promise of having a little bit of fun with someone I’d
fantasized as mine wasn’t going to let me take one step in the
opposite direction. I was stuck. Time to own it.

“I’ll change in a minute. Go do what I told you to do.” |
nodded toward the bedroom and smiled. “Brownies in the
bottom or cookies go down first?”

She handed me the log of cookie dough. “This first, then
you lay down the Oreos across the cookie dough. Then mix
the brownies up in a bowl and pour them over. I’ll turn the
oven on. Don’t get burned.”



“Hardy-Har.” I watched her go and got busy on making the
dessert. It’d been a long time since I’d spent the evening with
someone I wanted to bed. Four years to be exact. I was fine
with my withdrawal from women up to that point. It suddenly
seemed like far too long to go without, or maybe it was just
something about Erica.

She returned a few minutes later in a t-shirt that fell off the
side of her shapely shoulder and a pair of yoga pants. My body
hardened in all the right places as I let myself imagine the idea
of running my hands all over her and memorizing every sweet
curve.

“My turn?” I walked past her as she bent over and opened
the oven.

“Yeah. These look great. I’'m surprised. Most men can’t
follow directions to save their lives.”

I glanced back and stifled a groan. The woman was beyond
perfect. Why was I worried about giving myself over to her
again? Right, she’d quickly own me, and I’d not want to come
up for a breath.

“I’m not most men.” I turned the corner and walked down
the hall. “Mind if I use your bedroom?”

“No problem.”

I grabbed my bag and took it down the hall, making sure to
stop and check out the pictures on the wall as I did. There
were several of her and an older man that I had to assume was
her father. The other ones were various paintings. Her
signature was scribbled on the bottom right corner of most of
them.

“Wow,” I mumbled and reached up to run my fingers over
a dark red painting. There was no definitive form, but the
colors reminded me of violent passion or deep anger. I had to
ask her about it after we got drunk on sugar.

I finally made my way back to the bedroom, and stopped
just inside the door, letting my eyes acclimate to the darkness.
It almost seemed a travesty to turn the light on. A large
skylight window sat just above the bed, bathing the white



sheets in an ethereal glow. I could imagine her lying naked
under the sheets, her arms before her as she rested on her side.
The thick swell of her hip and her pretty dark blond hair
splayed out over the pillows.

My body throbbed as tendrils of pleasure danced around in
my stomach. I hadn’t been so turned on in a long ass time. It
took me a few minutes to shake the need to turn on my heel
and attack her in the kitchen. She wouldn’t appreciate it and
honestly, even though I knew she was attracted to me, I wasn’t
sure how she felt about aggressive men. She wouldn’t expect
me to be one for sure. That was the hardest part. Shocking her
with another side of myself that I worked to keep under lock
and key.

“Did you get lost back here?”” She stopped in the doorway
to the bedroom and flipped on the light.

“No.” I glanced over my shoulder. “I was just enjoying the
serenity of the room. It’s chilly in here and this light in the
ceiling is beautiful. I love it.”

“Oh, thanks. Feel free to use anything you need to this
weekend. Mi casa es su casa.” She turned and walked out.

I threw my suitcase onto the bed and opened it, pulling out
a pair of sleeping pants and trying to decide if a t-shirt would
be a good idea. I wasn’t exactly in the best shape of my life,
but I was still proud of the way I looked. I was still a cocky
Bryant at the core.

I walked back through the house, stopping to let my eyes
move across the crimson painting that first caught my
attention.

“Did you paint this?” I leaned in and smiled. “I like it. A
lot.”

“Yeah, I did.” Her voice told me something hid behind her
response.

I glanced down the hall to covet her for a moment. “Tell
me about it. [ want to know what lies behind it.”

She let out a soft sigh and moved toward me, stopping and
taking it off the wall.



“I painted it four years ago when I graduated college.” She
shrugged and started to put it back.

I reached out and gripped her wrist lightly. “You might
have painted it four year ago, but you’re still holding back the
story. I’m an artist myself, remember? I know quite clearly the
well from which we draw out our art. This is intense passion
or burning anger. Which?”

“Can it be both?” She put the picture back.
I didn’t answer, nor did I take my eyes off the picture.

“You’re not going to relent, are you?” She reached out and
brushed her finger across it.

“No. I wish I could.” I moved behind her and ran my
hands over her shoulders. It was dangerous to even touch her,
but I wanted to hear the story, yearned to know that there was
something more than she was presenting to everyone else. She
was a woman’s woman. The kind of girl who decided she was
going to rule the world and fucking did it.

“I dated the same guy from sixth grade through my senior
year of college. I figured we were going to be together forever.
The night he called things off was the most painful and yet
freeing night of my life. I’d grown comfortable in my
relationship with him. There was no passion there and I was
suffocating.”

“But to be rejected by him left you angry?” I pressed my
chest to her back and pulled her closer as I breathed in softly.

“Yes. I thought my heart was going to bleed out that night.
I’ve never cried so hard in all my life. I haven’t cried since.”
She pressed against me and crossed her arms over her chest.
“It was a death of sorts.”

“I can understand that.” I brushed my lips by the back of
her silky hair and released her. “I paint from a well of various
emotions too. I love that this has more than one within it. It
pulled me in immediately. I had to know what drove you to do
it.”

“The need for white-hot passion.” She turned to face me
and glanced up.



“Then why paint it red?”

She smiled and reached out to touch my chest. “Because
most people think passion is colored in crimson and pinks.
Only a true artist knows that the very absence of color is the
deepest desire of the painter.”

I reached out and touched the side of her face, wanting to
take her down the hall and let her find what she needed in me.

“Because it’s the beginning for us? It’s the blank canvas?”
I took a step closer as the sugary goodness of the brownies
reached my senses.

“That’s exactly right. Anything that happens going forward
is ours to build upon. To change and make perfect.”

“And what if perfection is a myth?” I slid my fingers into
her hair as my heart raced to break free from my chest.

“I don’t believe that. You don’t either.” She slid her hands
around my waist and pulled me in tightly. Her eyes moved
down to my lips and I couldn’t hold back another second.

The groan that left her as I pressed my lips to hers drove
desire through the center of my stomach and left my skin
itching for her nails to race across it.

She slid her hands up my back and opened her mouth,
brushing her tongue by mine as I leaned down and pressed her
to the wall beside her pretty painting. My free hand slid over
her hips and down her outer thigh before moving back up to
slide up her side and up to cup her breasts. She was more than
a handful, and I wanted so fucking bad to strip her bare and
worship each of her tits before pressing my tongue to every
crevice of her body. Hunger raged through me in slow
methodical waves.

“More,” she whispered against my lips and lifted her leg,
looping it over my hip and sliding her hands down to cup my
ass.

I ground into her and leaned down to consume her again.
She smelled like heaven, something clean and minty mixed
with arousal.



The buzzer on the stove went off, and I pressed my
forehead to hers and panted softly alongside her for a few
seconds.

“Brownies,” she mumbled and pulled away from me,
walking quickly to the kitchen.

I turned and put my back against the wall as I brushed my
palm over my erection. | gathered my thoughts and forced the
caveman back into the cave before walking into the kitchen.

“Where are your recent pieces?”

“I’m sorry?” She worked on cutting the brownies even
though they were hot.

“Your paintings that you’ve done recently. I want to see
them.”

“I haven’t done anything for a few years.” She turned and
handed me a plate before getting a fork and extending that to
me too. “Try it. I think you’ll like it.”

“Got any vanilla ice cream?” I gave her a cheeky grin.
She chuckled. “For you? Yeah, I’ll share my ice cream.”

“I feel special.” I sat down at the table and couldn’t seem
to take my eyes off of her. I had to tread lightly or she would
think I was just like my brother. As much as I wished I were, it
simply wasn’t me to sleep with a woman that I had no
intention of creating a long-term relationship with. I wasn’t
sure that woman was Erica just yet. She drove me mad with
lust and left me feeling like a love-sick boy, but in all honesty,
[ didn’t know her at all.

“You should.” She sat down and put a scoop of ice cream
on my plate. “I love painting and drawing, but I try to use that
passion to fuel the work I do for your father now at M&B. It is
possible to transfer your passions over to the working world.
You just need a supportive boss like I have in Kent.”

“I guess, but he’s not your father. I think it would be a
different answer for me.”

“I don’t think so, but that’s for you to decide for yourself.”



“Why do you want me to come work for you?”” I took a big
bite of the brownie and sat back, groaning loudly. “Holy shit.
That has to be the best thing I’ve ever tasted.”

She laughed. “Well, now you know how to make them.”

“Answer my question, Erica.” I licked my fork, loving
how closely she watched me.

“I think we would be a good pair. I’d be lying if I didn’t
say | was interested in a relationship with you. Even a solid
friendship would be great.” She shrugged. “I think you could
find yourself here.”

“You think I’m still looking for myself?”
“Aren’t we all?”

I smiled and took another big bite. She had a point.



CHAPTER 10
()



ERICA

T he night before ended too soon, but after the long day,

dinner, wine and dessert, my head started to pound. I tried
to play it off for a while as Matt and I finished eating dessert,
but I had to excuse myself and get to bed shortly after we
cleaned up. Whether we would have slept together was a
mystery, but one probably best untapped. I would want more
than a night of passion, and he was probably like every rich
guy I’d ever met.

Love ‘em and leave ‘em was the theme. I wanted to think
that Matt could be different, but I'd never seen him in a
relationship. Not once since meeting him. There was
something to be said about that. No way in hell a hot guy like
him wasn’t sleeping around if nothing else.

My phone woke me the next morning, and damn if I didn’t
have a remnant of my migraine still messing with me.

“What?” 1 grumbled into the phone. Only a few people
were stupid enough to call me on Saturday morning before
nine, and of course it was the one I hated to hear from most.
My brother.

“Are you still going over to the retirement home to see
Mom today? You said you would.”

“Fuck, Dan. It’s,” I sat up and glanced over at the clock
before falling back into the bed, “it’s only seven. I’'m pretty
sure they don’t let visitors come over there until nine. What’s
the big deal? If you’re so worried about Mom, then change



your schedule and get over there to see her. I’'m not the only
one that-”

“I didn’t call to get a lecture, Erica. It’s not a hospital.
They’ll take visitors anytime. Just make sure you don’t forget.
Text me later after you’ve been over there.”

“And what do you want me to tell her when she asks
where her son is?” And she would. She only cared about
Daniel. T might as well have been one of the maids that
cleaned her room.

“Tell her that I’'m away on business.”

“I hate lying to her. You know this.” I pressed my hand to
my head and rolled onto my side. Bacon. Was it bacon that I
smelled?

“You’re fine with it when it benefits you.”

“Fuck you too.” I dropped the call and left the phone in the
bed as I sat up and ran my fingers through my hair. I had to
look like hell, but it was what it was. Bacon was an addiction
that I rarely fed.

The sound of music playing in the kitchen had my lip
turning up in a smirk. I stopped by the door and watched Matt
shake his cute little butt as he sang under his breath. He had on
a pair of shorts that hit him mid-thigh and nothing else. His
back was lined with muscles, but the little love handles on the
sides of his hips were too cute. Where he was a little bigger
than most of the guys I’d dated, I found it comforting. He was
perfect.

“Shake it a little to the left. Your right ass cheek is getting
all the attention.” I laughed as he glanced over his shoulder
and his cheeks burned pink.

“You’re watching me dance?”

“Yep. I like it.” I walked across the short space between us
and moved up beside him, taking the fork from his hand. “Did
you know that bacon is my favorite food in the whole world?”

“Nope, but I think I might love you a little now that I know
it is.” He smiled and moved over to the fridge, pulling out the



orange juice and pouring us both a glass. “How’s your head?”

“Much better. Sorry about last night.” I reached out and
took the glass he offered before letting my eyes run down his
chest. He was all muscle, which surprised me a little. He never
wore anything too fitting, so I’d always assumed he was fit,
but not muscular.

“It’s all good. Your couch is amazing, but I have slept in
some shitty places, so I might be a horrible judge of good
sleeping material.” He was talking fast and fidgeting a little.
He was nervous. I loved it.

“My bed’s even better. You should have joined me.” I
pulled the bacon onto a plate he had sitting to the side of the
stove. I laughed as I glanced over at him. His blue eyes were
wide and mouth hanging open a little. “What? You can’t tell
me you didn’t think about coming and poking me in the back
last night. I’d never believe you if you told me that, by the
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way.

“Of course I thought about it, but I’'m not sure what that
would do to our friendship.” He lifted his glass toward me. “I
want to start there. I know there’s something between us, but |
need to figure out what that means for me, and what I’'m going
to do about it. With so many decisions in front of me, I just
want to make sure I make the right choices.”

“Of course. I'm happy being friends. You like your eggs
fried or scrambled?”

He groaned and walked to sit down at the table. “You
know how to cook fried eggs?”

“Doesn’t everyone?” I turned to face him and fell a little
bit harder for him as he gave me a goofy grin. The man was
complex and unwrapping him would be my greatest delight. I
just hoped that the stars would align in a way that let that be a
possibility.

“No. No one does really. I hate it when Martha says she’s
going to make eggs and promises to fry them. She scrambles
them every time.”

“Martha is your dad’s chef?”



“Yeah. She’s great, but damn her eggs are nasty.”

“I’m going to fry these for real. How many do you want?”
“Four?”

“Jeez.” 1 laughed as he shrugged and downed his orange
juice.

“What’s up for the day? You want to go walk down by the
harbor with me? I’d love to poke my head into some of the
small art shops and see what new artists they’re featuring
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now.

“That sounds great actually. I have to stop by this morning
to see my mom at the retirement home, but I can catch up with
you when I’m done visiting with her.” I cracked a few eggs
and tried to ignore how good it felt to have him watching me
so closely.

“No, I’ll go with you unless it’s a private visit and you
need some time to yourself with her.”

“No, I’d love for you to go. I’ll warn you ahead of time
that she doesn’t care much for me.”

“What? That sounds crazy. Who wouldn’t wanna be
around you?” He scoffed.

“My mother. She prefers my brother, Daniel, who’s a
lawyer here in Seattle. She thinks art is stupid and doesn’t like
the fact that I followed my dreams in some capacity.”

“What were your dreams?” He stood up and moved up
behind me, standing a little closer than I would consider
comfortable for friends.

“To do what you’re doing. To paint and have my art
hanging on the wall in a major gallery.” I glanced over my
shoulder as he breathed in deeply.

“Those look so good.”

I glanced down at the eggs and then to my breasts. “What
looks good?”

He chuckled. “The eggs look good. You look incredible,
but you know that already.”



I turned to face him as he moved toward the cabinet and
pulled down two plates.

“Why do you assume that I already know that I look good?
Maybe I have no clue how other people think I look.” I put my
hand on my hip and cocked my head to the side. “It’s nice to
hear a good-looking man tell you that you look good.”

“Not good. Great, and I’'m not good-looking. I’'m just me.”
He patted his chest and nodded toward the stove. “Don’t burn
the eggs. A lot is riding on how these turn out.”

I laughed loudly. “Oh yeah? This is an interview?”
“It is now.”

“And if these are the best eggs you’ve ever had in your
life?” I turned back to the stove and plated them for him.

“You got a spare ring around here that I can use to
propose?”’

The very idea of Matthew Bryant getting on one of his
knees and asking me to spend the rest of my life with him left
my pulse racing and my knees weak. It was a pipe dream and a
half, but it was one that I was happy to entertain.

“You’re so silly.” I walked over to the table and sat down,
reaching for the bacon as he started to cut his eggs.

“I like silly.” He took a quick bite and closed his eyes. “I
love them. Marry me?”

“Yep. Let’s do it today. My insurance is great at M&B, but
you need to buy us a bigger place.” I glanced around as he
chuckled.

“There 1s a softer side to you. I like it.” He reached out and
brushed his fingers over my hand. “Why aren’t you following
your dreams? I have a sneaking feeling that your work would
be just as good as my own. Why not pursue it?”

“I don’t know.” T ran my fingers through my hair and
pulled my legs up into the seat with me. “My father would
have wanted me to, but it wasn’t like being an artist was
something I could do if I wanted to pay the bills right out of
college. I made different decisions.”



“And you’re happy?”
“Yes, very.” I stood up. “I met you, didn’t 1?”

“You lucky, lucky girl.” He turned and glanced over his
shoulder as I stopped by the stove.

“I’'m going to go change. You really don’t have to go with
me to the retirement center if you don’t want to.”

“I know I don’t, but that’s the thing. I wanna go. I’d love
to see if you got your looks from your mom or dad.”

I lifted my eyebrow as curiosity raced through me. “And
why would that matter?”

“I just need to know who to thank. You’re clearly the most
attractive woman in my world.”

“You don’t get out much.” I turned the corner and walked
back to the bedroom to the sound of him talking smack. It
would be so nice to visit my mother with someone else there.
She usually took to berating me the minute I walked in the
door, but with Matt by my side, there was no way she would
show her ass. Why Daniel made me go was beyond me. It had
to be because he disliked me as much as she did. I disrupted
their orderly world and brought color in amidst the grays and
blacks they loved so much.

I changed into a long skirt and a fitted top before working
my hair into a bun and slipping sandals onto my feet. I put on
a little bit of makeup, and earrings. A yelp left me as I turned
to walk out of the bedroom and ran into my handsome
weekend visitor.

“Sorry. I need to change if you don’t mind.” He ran his
hands over my shoulders slowly as his eyes moved around my
face. It was an odd side of him, and yet I was quickly falling
for anything he might be willing to give up. I’d wanted those
hands on me for the last two years, and now that | had a taste
of them, I couldn’t seem to imagine a life without more of his
time, his attention, his affection.

“Sure. And just so you know. You owe me, and I’ll be
collecting today.”



“What? What do I owe you?”

“I played girlfriend to you last night in front of Jonathan. I
need you to play boyfriend in front of my mother so I don’t
have to answer a million questions about who you are and why
you’re tagging along with me today.”

“Sounds good to me.” He moved around me and popped
my butt, surprising me again. “My women show more skin.
How about you put on a shorter skirt.”

“You wish, buddy.” I laughed and walked back toward the
living room.

His women? 1 couldn’t see Matthew sporting a handful of
women. One would be nice, especially if she were me.



CHAPTER 11
()



MATT

I snuck glances at her as she talked about work and the new

project she was working on for my father. Something about
being around her made me feel fifteen again. She was alive
and full of so much passion that it bubbled up around the
edges of her persona. I wanted to reach over and run my hand
up her thigh, but the subtle touches earlier that day combined
with the kiss the night before were probably more than
enough.

She knew how I felt about it. The question I’d posed was a
serious one. What was [ willing to do about all of it? Moving
to Seattle seemed the right answer in so many ways, but being
away from Damon, and Dad, from Sophie and Bethany? That
sounded like hell. All I would have is Erica.

She was more than enough, and yet if things didn’t work
out between us, I would have to pick up and move back to
Dallas. Something about admitting that failure left me not
wanting to jump too quickly. I could feign that the move was
more about working closer to Jonathan or being a part of the
advertising division of M&B, but I would know the truth. I’d
moved to see what could be with her. Was love worth all of
that?

“Are you even listening to me?” She reached over and
poked me in the side.

I gripped her hand and tugged a little before releasing her.
“Yeah, I’'m listening. I just keep trying to figure out what I’'m
going to do about this position you keep subtly throwing my
way. | wanna be a part of what my father and Damon are



building, but wearing a suit and trying to keep up pretenses in
a large office building downtown sounds like hell on earth.”

“It’s not that bad, and honestly you wouldn’t have to wear
a suit unless we were meeting with investors.” She brushed her
fingers by her lips and let out a soft feminine sound. “You
know what? I bet we could even talk to your father about
letting you work remotely. We could get you a killer apartment
downtown by the art district, and you could work on your
M&B projects there.”

“Hmm... that doesn’t sound bad, but I hate the thought of
getting special treatment because of who my dad is.”

“Right, but you can’t have it both ways. People are going
to know who you are no matter what. At least your special
treatment makes sense. | mean, take the situation with Bethany
for instance. She’s totally getting special treatment, but no one
is going to say shit about it.”

“No one knows that she’s Kent’s daughter but a select
few.”

“Oh.” She glanced my way. “Is that because of her and
Damon’s relationship?”

“Exactly. It’s too complicated for any of them to deal with.
It’s easier for everyone to simply think that my dad married a
pretty younger woman and that’s all they get. Bethany hasn’t
been connected to that relationship, nor will she. We rarely do
anything with the company and the family that would connect
her.” I shrugged, trying not to let my thoughts move back to
my brother and all of his troubles. I loved him too much to
think on it too long or I'd start working through the list of
fixes that might work. He’d never listen to me anyway. He was
too pigheaded.

When he and Bethany decided to start putting the other
first in the relationship, everything would change. It was a lack
of communication and a touch of selfishness on both of their
parts. They were the main reason why getting into a
relationship seemed a bad idea altogether.



“Very interesting.” She parked the car and turned the
engine off, but didn’t get out. “Is it horrible that I’d rather be
anywhere but here?”

“No. I felt the same way when I used to visit my mother’s
grave. | loved her with all my heart, but the way she destroyed
Damon and never had to reap any of the pain that she bore him
still leaves me sick. I’d force myself to go out to her grave
with fresh flowers and sit there almost like I was in penance. It
was disturbing.”

“Do you still do it?”” She reached for the door handle.

The innocence in her voice caused something inside of me
to crack open.

“No. I decided that sitting beside a headstone and talking
to the air with falsity and lies was a little much. I just make
sure to lift a shot of vodka to her from time to time now. She
loved that shit.”

Erica laughed and got out of the car. I followed her and
met up with her at the front of the car, unable to take my eyes
off of her.

“Will you at least consider coming up here to work at
M&B with me?” She sucked her bottom lip into her mouth and
studied my face like she might have the power to change my
mind if [ said no.

“Yeah. I'll consider it. We can talk more about it this
weekend. | need to understand what you have in mind. I’ve
honestly not been paying much attention every time someone
brings it up, but that’s because everyone keeps shoving it in
my face.” | shrugged and tried hard not to get defensive. “I’ll
hear you out and really think it through when I get home next
week. I love it up here, and it makes sense for me to be closer
to Jonathan with the way things are going with my art. I’'m just
not sure of the time commitment I can make to M&B. I want
other things in life outside of success and money. I’'m not the
typical billionaire.”

“Agreed, but I like you just the way you are.” She slipped
her arm into mine and pulled me toward the retirement home.



“Remember, you’re my main squeeze.”

“Can we sneak kisses in front of your mom?”’ I opened the
door and smiled as she giggled. It was a feminine sound and
drove a stake of desire through me.

“You’re corrupt. Don’t be touchy feely please. My mom
was a lawyer in her past life. She’s intensely pragmatic.”

“Lovely.” I rolled my eyes and moved into the narrow hall
behind her. There were a few things I could deny about
wanting to be in Seattle for, but she wasn’t one of them.
Should she question me about wanting to be closer to her, and
I’d have to confess. I’d started to fall for the bossy woman in
front of me two years ago when she came to work for my
father. I’d just been forcing myself not to think about it, and
when that didn’t work, I turned her into the type of woman
that [ wouldn’t want in my life. Lies. All lies.

I stopped behind Erica and slipped my hands into my
pockets to keep from reaching out to touch her again.

She glanced back at me with an uneasy expression.
“Thanks again for coming with me.”

“Of course.” 1 followed her into the apartment-like place.
An older woman with a perfect blond bob haircut glanced up
from reading a Time magazine and nodded at me and Erica.

“Is your brother out of town?” The woman’s tone was flat
and filled with condemnation. I ached for Erica without having
to hear more than her mother’s greeting. My father had been
nothing but overly loving my whole life. I wasn’t sure I would
know how to deal with one of my parents not wanting
anything to do with me, or wanting me to be something
different than I was.

“Yes, Mom. This is my boyfriend, Matthew.” She moved
to the side as I walked up and extended my hand to the older
woman.

She shook my hand, but didn’t address me. “Why do you
wear skirts like that? They make you look frumpy. You have a
handsome young man’s attention now. Don’t fuck it up.”



I jolted at the older woman’s comment. With the way she
looked, she was the last person I expected a curse word to slip
out of.

“Right. Thanks Mom. I heard you’re going to be moving
to another room today. Is that right?” Erica sat down and
moved closer to her mother. The older woman stiffened and
glared at Erica like she was trying to take her purse.

“I’m going to make a call. I’ll be right back.” I leaned
down and kissed the side of Erica’s face. I hated to leave her,
but there was no damn way I was going to be able to sit in the
room with her mom treating her so badly. I was about to start
verbally swinging if Erica didn’t take up for herself, but I
knew without a doubt that she wouldn’t disrespect her mother.
The slight rounding of her shoulders told me that she was
defeated before anything really happened.

I walked out of the room and let out a soft exhale before
pulling my phone out of my pocket. I had a text sitting on my
phone from Sophie from the night before. Seeing that I wasn’t
in the business of lying to people I cared about, I called my old
friend back and walked out into the sunny fall afternoon.

“There you are. I thought maybe the she-devil ate you.”

I laughed. “She’s not a she-devil. She’s a hot woman with
a big heart and a strong sense of who she wants to be. She

scares me because I can’t seem to catch my breath around
her.”

“Nice. I want that, but can we have it be with a really hot
rich guy?”

“Yeah, your Dubai prince.” I smiled and found a bench to
sit on that was perfectly positioned for maximum exposure to
the sun.

“Try again. ’'m not that lucky.”
“What did you need last night? Everything okay at home?”

“Oh yeah. It’s great. I just wanted to check on you. I know
you were worried about everyone shoving decisions down
your throat. Just wanted to remind you that you’re your own



man. Make the decisions that you think right now would make
you the happiest.”

“I like that. T think if I had to decide right now, I would
choose to move up here and give Erica a try. I like the city as
well. I hate the idea of being away from you guys though.”

“That’s what planes are for. You know I’m about to start
traveling next year, so don’t let me hold you up. Just
remember that even though you’ve been thinking about this
chick for a while that the relationship is basically new. It’s in
its infancy. Take things slow.”

“So no blistering hot sex tonight?”

“Oh that would be fucking awesome. Score that if you get
a chance. I would.”

I rolled my eyes. “You could have any man in Dallas. Silly
woman.”

“I’m saving myself for a prince, remember?”’
y ,

“I knew 1it!” I glanced up as the door to the retirement
home slung open. Erica walked out with tears rolling down her
cheeks. “I gotta go.”

I dropped the call and put my phone into my pocket as I
moved toward her.

“What happened? You okay?” I gripped her shoulders
softly before pulling her toward me into a tight hug. She let
out a soft sob and buried her face against my chest. It was the
only time I’d ever seen the great Erica Hall show pain.

“I hate her. She makes me feel like I’'m not even there.
Like I don’t matter.” She pulled back from me and wiped at
her eyes. “I’m sorry. I just feel so stupid for bringing you here.
This is the last thing I would want anyone to see. Especially
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you.

“I’m sorry she is how she is. Let’s get out of here and get
something to eat. I want to talk to you about something
anyway. We could spend a little time on a different subject that
might make you feel better, and then we’ll grab a nap before



the concert. We are still going to rock it out with Blink-182
tonight, right?”

She nodded and forced a smile. “Yeah. Let’s get out of
here.”

I wrapped my arm around her shoulders and kissed the top
of her head as we walked toward the car. She handed me the
keys and as silly as it was, the simple act of letting me drive
was proof that she didn’t want to lead in a relationship the
whole time. Maybe she was just waiting on the right man to
take the reins.

Was that me? It sure as hell felt like it.



CHAPTER 12
()



ERICA

“I love this place.” 1 picked up my menu and tried to push

down the feeling of unworthiness I always left my
mother’s house feeling. It didn’t matter if [ was five or twenty-
nine. [ still had the uncanny sense that she looked at me like I
was one of the greatest mistakes of her life. My father had
always gone out of his way to remind me that I was loved and
a princess in his eyes, but my mom stripped that warmth away
any and every chance she got. I was never enough.

“The menu looks great. What are you thinking about
getting?”’

Matt’s deep blue eyes moved from the menu to my face
and the depth in them caught me off-guard. He’d been so good
to me over the last day or so, but seeing a different side of him
didn’t help my desire to push him to stay in Seattle with me.
There had to be something bigger or better than me that would
convince him that he needed to move. If I wasn’t enough for
my own mother, then I certainly wouldn’t be enough for a
complete stranger.

“I like the hummus and their pizzas are killer.”

“Good. Let’s get the hummus for an appetizer and share a
pizza or two.”

“Two?” I laughed and laid my menu on the table. “I’'m
good with whatever you want. What did you want to talk with
me about?”

“Let’s do the pepperoni and mushroom and then the curry
pizza. That sounds weird as hell. We’ll probably love it.” He



leaned back in his chair and picked up the beer the waitress
dropped off a few moments before, but didn’t take a drink. “I
know this might sound trite, but I really want to have one more
piece ready for the showing that Jonathan is working on for De
Luge.”

“Why would that sound trite? It seems like a great idea to
add something that you specifically did just for the showing.” |
picked up my glass of white wine and took a quick sip. “What
were you thinking of doing?”

“I want a piece that shows beauty, strength and sensuality.”

“Mmm... I like that a lot. It reminds me of my red painting
in the hall.” I smiled, having a newfound excitement over the
possibility of getting back to my own art. If I got nothing more
than an awakening inside me from Matt’s visit, it might just be
enough.

“Exactly.” He lifted the beer bottle to his lips and took a
long drink. “You should paint out your pain from your visits to
see your mom. That’s the only way you’re going to survive
that shit.”

I nodded and let my eyes move down to my hands as I
began to pick at my nails. “It’s always been this way. It’s
nothing new.”

He reached across the table and gripped the top of my
hands. “That doesn’t make it right.”

“I know, but she’s getting older. I’'m not going to turn my
back on her now when she needs me most. My brother, who
she worships, never visits her anymore. We both know that he
isn’t out of town, and yet she keeps on pushing me away.” |
shrugged. “I really don’t want to talk about this.”

“I know you don’t. We can move to another subject, but I
want you to consider going by the nearest art supply store and
loading up on paints and canvases. Open your mind back up to
the possibility of bleeding out your heart in the best way you
know how. Tears aren’t you.”

I took a shaky breath and glanced up. “You’re right. I'll
give it some consideration. Tell me what you’re thinking about



painting for your additional piece.”
“You.”

“I’'m sorry?” 1 pulled my hands from his and leaned back
in my seat, confused.
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“I want to paint you.” He shrugged. “You can pick
something you enjoy wearing, or even better, let me see what
you have in your closet and I’ll pick it for you. I want the
world to see what I see.”

A flurry of emotions beat through the center of my chest.

“And tell me... what do you see?” I crossed my arms
across my midsection, not completely sure | was ready to hear
his response. I wanted him to want me too much as it were.
Suffering another blow after having my mom bend me over
wasn’t a possibility.

“I see so many things.” He leaned forward and rested his
forearms on the table. “I see strength and determination. You
run your working world with an iron fist and keep people at
arm’s length, don’t you?”

“Yes,” 1 whispered and reached for my wine, needing
liquid courage to get through the rest of our lunch together.

“I see beauty beyond anything I’ve experienced anywhere
else. The way your lips swell right here.” He leaned across the
table and ran his fingertips across my bottom lip before sitting
back down. “Your eyes are the color of the sky on a clear day
at times and the cloudiness of a storm in the belly of the sea at
others. Your skin is flawless and leaves me wanting to reach
out and touch you like you belong to me.”

“Thank you.” I lifted my glass.

He reached across the table again and pushed the glass
back down a little. “I see passion trapped behind your facade.
You’re an artist and yet you don’t paint, you aren’t drawing
and I would even stretch to say that you haven’t made love in
a long time.”

“Is 1t that obvious?” I pulled my glass toward me and
downed the contents. “I’ll think about letting you paint my



picture. You flatter me, but I’ve heard enough. Really.”

He smiled and dropped his hands back into his lap. “Tell
me any of it’s wrong and I’ll apologize for being a
presumptuous prick.”

“No, it’s all spot on. I just hate you a little more for
bringing it all up. It’s a horrible reminder.”

“No, you didn’t hear me, Erica. People are going to stop
by the painting of you and stand there, longing with this
incredible desire to know you. To heal you. To love you.” He
picked up his beer and lifted it in the air. “To the best still-life
painting I will ever create.”

“I haven’t said yes.” I laughed as he shifted his beer bottle
toward my glass. I couldn’t deny him, though I hated myself
for hitting my wine glass against his beer bottle. In effect, he
won.

“But you will. You want to see what | see.” He gave me a
cocky smirk as the waitress walked up.

“Such a Bryant right now.” I rolled my eyes and picked up
my menu to order for us. The sad part was that he was right -
about all of it.

“You still thinking about my offer?” Matt walked next to me
from the parking lot up to the condo. Sleep tugged at me, and a
nap sounded better than winning the lottery or falling in love.
Funny how it was the simple things in life that pulled me in
deep.

“No, I’'m not thinking about it. I’'ll do it if you think it
would help you with your showing.”

He chuckled and followed me into the chilly house. “This
isn’t about me, Erica. It’s about you.”

“What about me?” I tossed my purse onto the table and
turned to face him. “I don’t want to see how you see me. What
if it’s ugly?”



“The painting or my vision of you?”

“Both?” I smiled and took a step closer to him. “You know
I have feelings for you. It would hurt too much to see that you
found me as commonplace as the next girl.”

“Right. Because that’s the woman I described at lunch,
right?” He reached out and caressed the side of my face. “You
wanna take a nap?”

“Yeah. I can take the couch though.” I cupped my hand
over his and turned my face a little, pressing my lips against
his palm.

“Let’s just lay down in the bedroom together. We don’t
have to push things between us until we’re ready. I can keep
my hands to myself.”

“It’s not you I’m worried about.” I kissed his hand one
more time before pulling it from my face. “I’m good with us
sharing the bed.”

“Let me see your closet first.”

“No. If you’re going to paint me, then do the pose in the
nude. Show me the full picture.” I turned and walked to the
bedroom. I was bold if anything, and having Matthew Bryant
etch my pain and pleasure on a large canvas wasn’t going to
change that. I was softening in front of him, which was scaring
me, but I couldn’t seem to help myself. My protective walls
were coming down when they should have been solidifying
and bringing in reinforcements.

“You don’t mean that.” He stopped by the bed and kicked
off his shoes as I sat down on the edge of the mattress and
pulled off my sandals.

“Sure I do. I want to see what you see, but you’ve yet to
see all of me.”

“I’m not sure I would survive it.”

I laughed and turned to crawl up the bed. He grabbed me
and turned me over before pressing himself to the top of me
and brushing my hair from my face.



“And if I can’t make it through the project without taking
you to bed?” He brushed his nose by mine and nipped at my
lips.

“Then take from me whatever you want. Just promise me
that you’ll paint me as you see me and not as I am.” I reached
up and pulled carefully at the back of his head, forcing him to
press his lips to mine.

We groaned in tandem as I tilted my head and opened my
mouth, coaxing his tongue to follow mine in an age old dance.
He moved his hips just so, and I opened my legs, making room
for him.

“I wish you would have worn the shorter skirt.” He smiled
and kissed me a few more times before moving back and
pulling my skirt up to the middle of my thighs. His fingers
pulling at the back of my legs left me whimpering softly
against the side of his neck.

“You seem to have taken care of the problem.” I slid my
feet up the outsides of his legs and wrapped my legs tightly
around his center.

“You have no clue how beautiful you are, woman.” He
brushed his lips up the side of my neck and kissed my ear a
few times. “I want so badly to feel you move against me, to
hear you moan my name, to feel your body contract as you
come for me.”

“Fuck,” I groaned loudly and undulated my hips, not quite
sure | would make it through another playful make-out session
with the handsome bastard.

“Tonight. After the concert. Promise me we can have one
night together.” He moved back to hover above me and kissed
my lips softly. “I need to let myself go and I trust you. I want
to do that with you. Yeah?”

“Yeah. Please.” I pulled him back down and took my time
exploring his mouth. The thick press of his arousal against my
center left me aching and wet, but I didn’t push it any farther.
The promise of having the whole night to explore each other



was more than enough to hold me back for a little while
longer.

“You smell so fucking good.” He rolled off of me and
growled loudly before reaching for me. “Come lay on me.”

I didn’t say a word, but crawled on top of him. He helped
to position me with my back against his chest, which was odd,
but being pressed to him anyway I could be was bliss.

He gripped the sides of my skirt and pulled it up over my
stomach, leaving my lower half bared.

“I wanna touch you.” He kissed the side of my neck and
brushed his fingers over my sex as I arched roughly and cried
out. “It’s been too long, Erica.”

“Way too long.” I reached down and gripped his hand as a
tremor ran through me. “Wait.”

“No.” He reached up with his free hand and forced me to
turn my face toward him as he made love to my mouth. My
moans were captured against his lips as he slipped his thick
fingers under the thin scrap of my panties and sunk himself
into me. “Work your body against mine.”

I cried out again as pleasure swelled deep inside of me.
Being with him was almost too much.

“So beautiful.” He pumped his fingers in and out of my
wetness as | let my knees drop to the side and rolled my hips
in rthythm to him fucking me.

It took no more than a few minutes and I groaned his
name, lifting off of him and letting the world explode around
me in brilliant colors.

Colors I’d almost forgotten existed.



CHAPTER 13
()



MATT

“Y ou ready to go?” I turned from the kitchen sink with a
glass of water in my hand, the desire to lick my fingers
clean raging through me. I knew she wouldn’t appreciate it, or
maybe [ was being a prick about wanting her to think of me as
more of a gentleman than I was. Sex was the ultimate
expression of passion and I’d denied myself too long.

The sound of her moans accompanied with her writhing on
top of me as her body clenched around my fingers had me
coming alongside her the second time I brought her over the
edge. I wasn’t sure she realized the power she had over me, or
maybe she was simply being careful not to use it. Either way, |
wanted more. So much more.

I took a long drink and watched her with the remnant of
desire that still danced around my stomach. I wasn’t sure it
was going to dissipate with her anywhere near me. It was a
waste of energy to try and force myself into a calm. My
fantasies were within reach. So close.

“Absolutely.” She licked at her lips subtly and walked to
the refrigerator, pulling out a bottle of water and holding it out
to me. “You want one of these tonight?”

“Nope. ’'m drinking a few more beers while we’re there.”
I extended my hand. “Give me the keys and I’ll drive us up
there. If I’'m too shit-faced to get us home, you make sure we
get here. Deal?”

“Deal.” She walked to the front door and tossed the keys
over her shoulder.



My eyes moved down to study the sexy curve of her ass in
her jeans. The tight white shirt she wore hit just above her
waistband and left a little tease of her creamy flesh on display.
I couldn’t help but run my fingers by it as I moved past her.

“I’m so fucking excited. How did you score these tickets?”
I got into my side of her car and buckled up.

“One of my staff had extra tickets. Lewis Marshall. He’s a
great guy actually. He’s a graphic designer and just moved
over from the Caribbean. He has a killer accent and sees
everything as a new adventure.”

“Sounds like my kinda guy.” I started the car and reached
over to rest my hand on her thigh as I pulled out. “How much
did you have to pay for the tickets? I’ll pay you back.”

“No way. I got them for free. Lewis wouldn’t let me pay
for them either, but I should probably slip him something.
They’re on the front row from what I could tell.”

“What? No fucking way. Give them here and let me see.” |
took them from her and glanced down. “Wow. They totally
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arc.

“Why are you so excited? Your dad makes more money
than God. You’ve never sat in the front row of a rock
concert?” Her smile was genuine.

“No, I don’t take money from my dad other than what he
pays in my rent and grocery bill. I’ve tried hard to sell a few of
my paintings over the years and just live frugal. He and
Damon make shit tons of money, but I just barely get by.
They’d both pump money into my account left and right, but
[’m not about that. I hate that my father still pays my rent. This
year things are changing though. Or really next year.” I
shrugged. “I want to spend Christmas at home this year, and
then if I’'m going to make the move up here, it will be in
January.”

“I like that.” She nodded and turned back to face the front
of the car. “I won’t push you anymore. I know it’s a hard
decision and it’s not just about one thing, but many.”



“I appreciate that. Tell me a little bit more about the
opening that you have in your department.”

“We’re always looking for designers. You could work in
several different areas, but I think being part of the idea tank
would be good for you. We meet twice a week for a couple of
hours and work through the upcoming projects for the
company. Once we determine where we want to go with our
marketing and advertising in those areas, one of the designers
in the room takes the idea and sketches it. I think you’d like
that. It’s pure art at that point.”

“And after that point?” I turned the radio down so I could
focus solely on her.

“Another team will take it and put it into a graphic design
program where we can manipulate it. That’s the hardest part, I
think. Taking your art and handing it over to someone else to
beat it up and change it. You really don’t get a say in the final
project, but I don’t either. Your father has final approval, but
he’s got quite an eye for artistic design. Everything we’ve
worked on thus far has been relatively painless.”

“He’s a great guy. I like the idea of taking a concept and
turning it into a design. How many days a week are we
talking?”

“As many as you want. I’'m sure we could work out
something specifically for you and your desires with Kent. It’s
all up to you really.”

“All right. That helps.” I turned onto the freeway and
rolled down the windows. “No more serious shit tonight. Just
me and you having fun. You down?”

“Hell yes.” She rolled down her window and moved up to
her knees, leaving me smiling harder than I had in a long time.

She was the girl for me. I had no doubt.

I

“I got you a hot dog. That all right?” I handed her one of the
three hot dogs I had in my hands as the crowd jumped up and



down around us.

“Absolutely.” She bounced on the balls of her feet a few
more times before stopping and panting softly.

“I like that bouncing thing.” I glanced down at her breasts
as she swatted at me.

“Where is the shy guy I fell for two years ago?” She took
the hot dog and took a huge bite of it.

I reached out and wiped the ketchup off the side of her lip
before licking it off my fingers.

“You’ve had a crush on me for two years? Why didn’t you
say something? I could have been taking advantage of your
weakness for me a long time ago.”

She laughed and pushed her shoulder against mine before
turning back to the stage and hopping up and down.

I leaned down and picked up my beer, draining half of it as
thunder cracked against the sky. A storm was headed our way,
and with the roof open and the band singing their guts out, it
was perfect. The heavens would open up soon, and I couldn’t
help but wonder if Erica would be willing to dance in the rain
with me. Something told me she would enjoy it as much as I
would.

I downed my hot dogs and finished my beer by the time
she dropped down in the seat next to me, covered in sweat.

“I like you like this.” I reached over and gripped the back
of her head before pulling her in tightly and kissing her several
times in succinct fashion.

“I like you however you come.” She glanced up at the sky
and blinked a few times. “It’s going to start storming soon.”

“Good. I can’t wait to see what color your bra is under that
pretty shirt you got on.” I chuckled and released her as she
gave me a shocked look.

“You’re not at all the guy I thought you were.” She turned
and slid her hands up my chest. “Or maybe you’re exactly who
I expected to encounter when you let your guard down.”



“I’'m still me.” I cupped her face as big fat rain drops fell
from the sky. “I’m just another part of him.”

“I like it.” She lifted up on her toes as I moved down to
meet her. The kiss was deep and so fucking right. It left my
insides in knots, my body tight and cock rock hard.

“You sure, Erica?” I kissed her again. “I’ve been holding
myself back for so damn long.”

She ran her fingers down my cheeks and brushed her nose
by mine before licking at my lips. “Get me out of here. I’ve
been waiting for this night for two years. I’'m sick of
pretending I’m not tripping over myself to have you above
me.”

“Yeah.” I kissed her a few more times and slid my hands
over her hips to grip the top of her perfect little ass. “Let’s go.”

She pulled from me and reached back. I took her hand and
let her lead us to the edge of the crowd before moving out in
front of her and pushing through the larger group of people
still enjoying the concert. She tucked herself against my back
and everything fell into place. I wasn’t a follower. I just
needed the right woman behind me to remind me that I was
the leader I was born to be. My path just might look a little
different than most.

Stop getting ahead of yourself. This isn't a fucking Disney
movie.

Doubt raped my insides as I turned and walked through the
parking lot with her jogging beside me to keep up. I wanted to
stay in the moment, but the same demons that reared their ugly
ass heads to beat me down seemed to show up at the worst
possible time.

I helped her get into the car and made my way over to my
side of the car.

“Just be yourself tonight. She’ll love you or hate you in the
morning. Any way you look at it, you were true to form.” I got
in the car and glanced over at her. “Tonight was fun.”

“Tonight just started.” She worked her hair into a messy
bun as I pulled out of the parking lot and tried not to react as



she leaned over the console and brushed her cheek by my
erection.

“Shit,” I mumbled and brushed her hair back as she
worked on my zipper.

“I want you.” She glanced up as if asking my permission.

“Have me.” I unbuckled my seatbelt and helped her work
my jeans over my hips. My cock popped out of my briefs as
she tugged them down, the bastard thick and happy to be free.

“So hot,” she murmured and ran her tongue up my length.

“Stop talking and see how much of it you can get inside of
you.” I gripped her hair tightly and moved her over to take me
in. The aggressive bastard inside of me woke up, and I lifted
my hips as she moved her soft lips down my shaft.

Her groan caused my balls to tighten, and I pulled at her
hair, forcing her back up before setting up a rhythm that would
have me crying uncle sooner than I wanted to. She used her
hands, her lips, and warm, wet tongue to bring me to the edge
before moving back and pinching the tip of my dick.

“Not yet,” she barked at me and glanced up, giving me a
warning look.

It would seem that I wasn’t the only one hiding a part of
myself. I bit my lips and nodded as I tried to get my body to
comply with her demands.

She moved back to hover over the top of me and let hell
reign down on me as I groaned and thrust as hard as I could.
She didn’t seem to mind at all.

“Drink 1it, Erica,” I groaned as I threw the car in park on
the side of the road and glanced down to watch her finish the
job.

The cry that left me filled up the car as I exploded. She

didn’t stop her assault until I pulled at her hair and let out a
shaky sigh.

“Enough, baby. That’s enough.”



“More.” She swatted my hands away and went back down
on me.

I nodded and let my head drop back as every cell in my
body illuminated with pleasure. My words were barely legible
to my own ears as [ whispered roughly.

“Whatever you want. Take it. Take it from me.”



CHAPTER 14
S



ERICA

W ¢ barely made it inside the door to my condo before he

pulled my shirt off. I"d never experienced passion like
that before. I’d only been with Tanner, but we’d had some
fantastic romps in the sheets. Fear blazed through me that I
wouldn’t be enough, but the feel of Matt’s hands tearing at my
clothes and the wetness of his tongue against my neck and the
tops of my breasts decimated any thoughts from my mind.
Carnality took over and I dove in headfirst.

“God, I need you,” he groaned against my throat as he
ground into me. I pushed off the wall he had me pressed
against and broke away from him.

“Come with me into the bedroom.” My walk turned into a
jog as he jogged after me. I moaned loudly as he crashed into
me and lifted me off my feet, tackling me to the sheets and
turning me over roughly.

“My turn to taste you, you naughty bitch.” He pulled at my
jeans, tugging them over my hips without undoing them.

“Only for you,” I mumbled and worked to help him get me
free from my pants. I started to work on my panties, but he
grasped my hands tightly and glanced up.

“No. You’re mine to unwrap. Lay there and do what I tell
you to do.” He lifted up and kissed me hard, forcing his tongue
into my mouth and pressing his strong body against mine. This
was the guy he’d kept locked up. Excitement tore through me.

“And if 1 don’t?” I lifted my leg and brushed my knee
beside his face as he moved down to hover above my mound.



“I would offer to spank you, but something tells me you
might beg for that.” He smiled up at me before leaning down
and running his tongue over the front of my panties. “You
want me down here?”

“Fuck yes. Don’t stop until you have your fill.” T figured
I’d better fight fire with fire.

“I won’t.” He jerked my panties to the side and laid waste
to what I imagined to be the perfect orgasm. His tongue and
fingers played me like a well-worn fiddle and I found myself
twitching and whimpering like a needy whore within minutes.
He trapped my legs beneath his strong shoulders and brought
me over the edge three times before I could force him off of
me.

I rolled onto my stomach and panted loudly as stars danced
behind my closed eyes. Never in a million years had I
expected pleasure to be so intense, so demanding of me.

“I’ve got a pack of condoms in my bag. Wait here.” He
gripped my ass with both hands and leaned down to lick at me
a few more times from behind.

I moaned and pressed back against him, finding myself
addicted to the pleasure he could provide. It scared me how
fast he’d learned the movements that made me purr like a
kitten.

There was nothing left to do but enjoy the ecstasy of the
moment. I slid my hands along my cold sheets and pressed my
face to the comfort they offered, but kept my ass in the air. The
alpha male that had taken over my creative billionaire was
worthy of my worship and would probably shock the world if
they ever got the chance to see him, but they wouldn’t. He
would never allow that.

That I had was saying a lot. Too much maybe.

“God, you’re beautiful, woman. Did you know that?” He
moved up on the bed behind me.

“Why did you bring condoms to Seattle?” I moved up to
my hands and knees and pressed back as he rubbed his
erection against me.



“Because I knew there was a slim chance that [ was going
to let myself go with you.”

“Did you just bring them for me?” I didn’t want to ask
because honestly I didn’t want the answer to be anything that
would shut the night down.

“You know I care about you, right?” He moved over the
top of me and pressed his fists into the bed beside mine as he
pressed the head of his cock inside of me.

A guttural sound ripped from my chest as I pressed back
on him. I needed everything he was going to give me. It had
been so damn long since I’d let myself be handled by a man.
Every part of me screamed for a long night of drowning in his
tight grip, his dark scent, his demanding tone.

“I know you do.” I let my head drop as he kissed the top of
my neck and whispered so softly that I almost didn’t hear him.

“Good. Remember that while I fuck you like I don’t.” He
moved up to his knees and gripped my hips as I pushed back,
taking another inch inside of me.

“More,” I moaned, growing impatient.

“All you can handle, Erica.” He thrust one good time and
bumped his hips against my ass hard.

The sound of us enjoying the deep penetration left me
shaking. He was my mate. Whether he chose to run from it or
dive in deep with me would be the question, but whether we

belonged together wasn’t even a thought at that point. I knew
we did.

“Grip the sheets.” He ran his strong hands up my back and
tightened his hold on my shoulder with one hand as the other
slipped into my hair and pulled back, forcing me to arch my
back. “There you go. Just hold that position and enjoy what
[’m about to do to you.”

I bit my lip to keep another whimper inside, but the minute
he started to open me up with his hard thrusts and tight grip, I
let myself go, making all the sounds that accompany that type
of sex.



Sweat dripped down the side of my neck as he leaned over
and pressed his chest to my back as he continued to work me
deep and slow. Pressure built up inside my stomach until |
screamed his name and rocked back against his cock, taking
my orgasm to a new height.

“I’'m gonna join you.” He licked the side of my neck and
kissed my ear as he trapped my head in his hands and moaned
his orgasm into my ear, never once relenting or being shy
about it. His aggression was beautiful, his passion blistering
hot.

The night would be etched across my soul for as long as [
drew breath. I just prayed like hell that it wouldn’t be the last
time I’d feel him pressed to the top of me.

>’

“You want a glass of water?” I kissed his chest one more time
as I lay tucked against his side. We were still trying to catch
our breath from the long love-making session that started back
at the concert.

“I’d love one.” He brushed his fingers by my shoulder and
pulled me down for another long kiss. “You want me to get it
for us?”

“No, I’'m good.” I got up and walked to the kitchen naked
and feeling far more free than I had in a long time. My body
ached already, the delicious warmth of where he’d been a
quick reminder that I wanted him there again as many times as
I could handle until he got back on the plane.

It can 't just be about lust. It’s not lust for you. Its love.

But would he understand that? I would look like a stalker
if I told him just how deep my feelings ran for him. I got us a
big glass of ice water and walked languidly back toward the
bedroom. The sound of his breathing caused my heart to flutter
in my chest. Matthew Bryant was in my bed, naked and
sweaty because of me.



I had no doubt that he would hurt me far more than Tanner
ever could, but there was no running from him. I’d been
waiting too long for the possibility that he might take his
fucking blinders off and see me. Really see me.

“Thank you.” He sat up and took the glass of water from
me, downing it in a few large gulps. He growled and dropped
back in the bed as I took the glass and set it on the nightstand.

“Did you like the concert? The part we got to see?” I
crawled up beside him and snuggled in next to him as he
wrapped his strong arms around me and forced me on my side.
He moved up behind me and tucked his large body against
mine, his erection seemingly harder than it was when we
started that night.

“Loved it. The band still has their shit together.” He kissed
my upper back. “Sorry I pulled you out of there early, but it
was worth it. I’ve wanted to have you in my bed for as long as
I’ve known you.”

I chuckled. “Hopefully my bed will do this time. Maybe
when I come visit you in Dallas we break your bed in.”

“I’d like that a lot.” He squeezed me tightly and released
as he let out a long sigh. “You still up for letting me paint a
picture of you? I think the caveat was that I do it when you’re
nude because I hadn’t seen you naked before. | have now. Am
I still going to get the pleasure of staring at you for hours on
end with nothing blocking my view?”

I could feel him smile against my back and couldn’t help
but smile with him.

“I want you to capture the picture however you want it.
I’m happy wearing something you choose or I’ll pose nude for
you. I have no doubt that you’ll make the piece everything it
should be.”

“I will. I promise.” He nestled my neck and slid his hand
down my side. “I want you again tonight, but I’'m so damn
tired. I know you have to be too.”

“I am, but I hate the idea of wasting my time with you.” |
yawned and rolled my hips, massaging his erection with my



ass slowly.
“Mmmmm... you’re going to get me going again, Erica.”

“And that’s a bad thing?” I turned my head to look over
my shoulder as he moved up and pressed his lips to mine.

“Not at all. Come up here and ride me. | wanna watch you
enjoy yourself.” He moved back and reached over to grab
another condom.

I crawled on top of him and pressed my hands to his chest

as I arched my back and welcomed him back inside of my
body.

He gripped my hips tightly and closed his eyes as his chin
lifted toward the ceiling. Moonlight danced across the
beautiful expanse of his chest and all thought left my mind.
All T wanted was to bring him pleasure.

“Tell me what you want from me,” I whispered as I leaned
down and pressed my breasts to his chest.

“For you to fuck me.” He gripped my thighs and lifted his
hips. “Hard and fast.”

“Be careful of what you wish for.” I reached up and
gripped the headboard tightly before glancing down at him
through my extended arms.

“I know exactly what I’'m asking for and I want every
ounce of it. Don’t relent no matter what.” He lifted up and
sucked my nipple deep into his mouth as I bucked my hips and
worked him just the way he’d requested.

He met me stroke for stroke and took time to kiss and lick
each of my breasts before rolling us and pressing himself
deeper inside of me.

“You feel so damn good. Like you were made for me.” He
pressed his mouth to the side of my neck and slipped his hands
between me and the bed to grip my ass tightly. His assault was
delicious and left my body opening up to him in ways I didn’t
think possible. He lifted up and rolled his sexy hips, working
me over the edge once more before he joined me. He collapsed
on top of me and wrapped me in a tight hug that I wished



would never end before whispering words I’d give anything to
make come true.

“Marry me?” He laughed before moving up to kiss me and
steal my breath for the final time that night.



CHAPTER 15
S



MATT

S he was more than I ever imagined possible, and making

love to her had to be one of the biggest highs of my life,
but laying there afterward let worry set in. Was I too rough?
Too aggressive? Would she think I was a cock for pushing her
around and treating her like an object?

Had I treated her like an object? The thought caused my
stomach to turn.

I turned to glance at the clock after laying there for what
felt like forever. 3 a.m.

The sexy curves of her body just under the sheet called to
me as she lay on her side, her breathing deep and peaceful. So
much of me wanted to snuggle into the back of her and tell her
that I was in love with her, but it was selfish. She wanted
something in life that I doubted I could give her.

I hadn’t done much with myself and at twenty-eight I was
without a job, a defined future or a paycheck. I was still
sucking off my father even though I’d made the decision after
college to cut ties with his bankroll.

My pulse spiked as indecision ran through me and I
bordered a panic attack just lying there. It was stupid, but with
nothing to offer the beautiful woman beside me and her
seemingly wanting everything in a man that I should have
been, my flight syndrome kicked in.

Run. Just get up, get dressed and get the fuck outta here.
You can tell her something came up with Damon or Dad.
They'll cover for you. They always do.



No. I couldn’t sneak out in the middle of the night, though
everything inside of me was chanting for me to. I sat up and
ran my fingers through my hair before getting out of the bed.
After pushing through the various pieces of clothes on the
floor for a few minutes, I found my underwear. I just needed
some air. Erica didn’t expect me to be Damon. If she wanted
Damon, she’d fucking have him.

Or maybe she didn’t because he didn’t want her.

By the time I stepped out on the small balcony of her
condo, I’d convinced myself that my brother was in love with
my girl.

I put the phone to my ear and started to pace the six-foot
concrete pad below me.

“Matt? What the fuck? You all right?” Damon’s voice was
thick with sleep.

“Are you in love with Erica?” I rolled my eyes as it came
out of my mouth. What the hell was wrong with me?

“What? Are you drunk? Where the fuck are you?” I could
hear him shuffling around.

“No. I’'m in Seattle at Erica’s place. I... I don’t know. |
just...” I closed my eyes and pressed my hand to the front of
my face. “You’re not into her, right? Because the two of you
would be so good together. You’re the kind of guy she
deserves.”

“What the fuck are you going on about? It’s three in the
morning. What happened? Find somewhere to sit your crazy
ass down and talk me through what got you to this point.”

I nodded and sat down on the edge of the wooden chair she
had tucked in the corner of the patio.

“I don’t know. I like this woman so fucking much, but I
have nothing to offer her. I keep pushing her away because she
deserves so much more than I have.” I let my eyes move
across the darkness and tried to find my center. Maybe I’d
been pushing everyone away so I wouldn’t have to admit to
myself that [ wasn’t enough. I didn’t have shit to my name and
I’d done nothing with my life. It was easier to pretend that



wasn’t the case, but with Erica lying in the next room
expecting something of me today, I was stuck.

“And you think she should be with me?” He snorted.
“Erica and I are work associates, Matt. Nothing else. She’s not
at all my type of woman. Does she look like Bethany to you?”

“NO.”
“Sound like her?”
“NO 99

“Right. Because she’s not her. Bethany is the only woman
[ want in my life, all right?”

“Then why do you keep fucking it up?” I was grateful for
the momentary shift in the conversation. Focusing on Damon’s
fuck-ups were rare, but caused a delight in me like a kid might
feel at Christmas.

“Stop diverting. I’'m working on a plan to get her back, all
right? I know I’m a dick, and where she loves that part of me,
I’ve been insensitive lately. I’1l figure it out.”

“Better hurry up. She’s not going to wait around forever.”

He snorted. “Why do you think Erica expects you to be
like me?”

“I don’t know.” I stood back up and started to pace the
floor again. “She has all her shit together. She’s got a great job,
a nice place and has made something out of herself.”

“And she’s also working in a job that she’s great at, but
doesn’t even come close to letting her live out her dreams.”

I bristled. “How do you know what her dreams are?”

“I don’t, but I know yours, and she reminds me of you
more often than you can imagine. If I were to guess, I would
say her dreams were to create art and sell it. Am I wrong?”’

“No, no, you’re right.” I stopped pacing and gripped the
railing of the patio. “I’ve been in love with her since I met her
two years ago. I thought initially that maybe my feelings for
her would push me forward to do something with my life, but
I’ve been floundering.”



“No, you’ve been avoiding. You’re not floundering. You’re
finally moving forward. You have spent so much time trying
to stay under Dad’s radar that you’ve not had time to do
anything else. He doesn’t want a cookie cutter of himself out
of you, Matt. He wants you. He’s already got me to lead his
company when he’s done and to give him shit on the golf
course. He wants you to just be you, but stop trying to be
something you’re not and fucking start living your life.”

“By getting a job?”” I knew I was poking at the bear.

“Would you getting a job make you more of the man you
are inside? Would that define you, like my job helps to define
me?”

“Fuck no.”

“Then stop being stupid. Society says what you should do
and you project that shit onto me and Dad as if we’re judging
you. There’s only one person scrutinizing your shit and saying
that you’re coming up empty.”

“Myself.” I hung my head in shame. Damon was spot on.
He always was.

“Exactly. What happened with Erica?”
“I slept with her.”
“And? Was it everything you wanted it to be?”

“Yeah. It just tied me tighter to her, but I’'m in the middle
of one of those fight or flight moments. I usually tuck tail and
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run.

“That doesn’t mean you’re not a man, Matt, or that you’re
not strong and capable of making the right choice. It means
that you’ve once again allowed yourself to fall into the trap of
‘not good enough,” but you’re the sorry mother fucker who’s
setting the standard, no one else. I’'m pretty sure Erica would
rather have you snuggled up in the bed with her than walking
around her house looking for an exit. She’s not thinking about
your 401K or your net worth, or how many companies you’re
going to run in the future. She’s dreaming about the things all
women dream about.”



“Love?” I sat back down as my heart softened and warmth
filled me. I wasn’t ready to make a commitment just yet, but
Damon was right. I was the bastard holding the gavel in the
court room of my worth. No one else, though it was so much
easier to project that shit onto someone else. It left me free to
simply be.

“Yeah, but companionship, marriage, kids and growing old
with someone who gets you, Matt. You get Erica. You’re both
creatives. Can you imagine the life you could have together?
That’s why Dad and I push her at you a little, and it’s why
she’s all up in your grill when she visits us. She sees it. We see
it. Why don’t you?”

“Can we talk about you and Bethany again?”’ I snorted and
reclined back in the chair before letting out a long sigh and
letting the tension slip out of my body. I was being irrational.
Erica and I might have had feelings for each other for two
years, but just because we finally relented and slept together
didn’t mean that we had to head to the church when she woke
up. Neither of us was in a hurry to push anything too fast,
right?

“We can, but I’d rather not dive back into depression.” He
let out a long sigh. “This place sucks without her here.
Everything I eat tastes like shit, my job isn’t fun anymore and
to be honest... I don’t wanna get up tomorrow morning and
pretend that everything is good when it’s not.”

“Then fix it. You’re a smart guy. Fix it.”

“Yeah, it seems that way, but I don’t think an apology
would do much good right now, and I keep thinking to myself
that she and I are going to have to overcome so much to have a
life together. Between her working for me, and her mom
marrying Dad... that’s a lot, but [ was so willing to do it.”

“You still are, Damon.”

“Yeah, but I’'m not sure she is. I am who I am. I love sex,
and I want that to be a huge part of our relationship. If she
thinks I’'m taking advantage of her by wanting her pressed
against me every chance I get, then she’s not the woman for
me.” He took a shaky breath as my heart ached in my chest for



him. “I don’t know what to do. I can’t change this part of me,
nor am [ willing to try. It’s the way I show affection. It always
has been.”

“I get that.” I brushed my fingers by my lips. “How did
you win her over the first time?””’

“Attraction. You know how it is when you first meet
someone.”

“No, not initially, but when she started to seriously move
from lust to love with you. You know when that shit happens.
Did you do something to show her that you weren’t just a
horny bastard with an attitude?”

He chuckled, but the sound fell flat. “Yeah. All that shit
happened with her friends and I stood beside her quietly and
gave her my strength and comfort.”

“Good. Krista’s trial is coming up. To have to testify in
court when your best friend is up for attempted murder is a big
damn deal. Be there for all of it and show her again the other
side of you. She’ll come back. I know she wants to.”

“I hope so. I miss her like crazy.”

“One more question and I’ll let you go. Sorry for the crazy
call.”

“Anything you need from me, bro. You just need to ask.”

“I was a little rough with Erica in the bedroom and you
know that’s not me outside of the bedroom. I don’t want her to
think I used her like an object or something.”

“Women like strong men in the bedroom, Matt. You’re the
best of both worlds. Was she angry or upset during the sex?”

“No.” T cleared my throat as desire raced through my
center at the thought of how much she seemed to enjoy it.
“No, she was good with it all from what I could tell.”

“Right, and Erica is a great mix of docile and strong. She
would have smacked you if you hurt her or left her feeling
anything.”

“And you know this because?” I bristled again.



“Because I'm a good judge of character. Stop being an
idiot and get in there. Take things slow and try hard not to
analyze everything in the light of your supposed failures. It’s
getting old, and you’re the only one judging you. Get some
sleep and call me later. Much later!”

I laughed and hung up the phone. I wanted to have
something waiting for her to eat when she got up, and hoped
like hell she’d let me spend some of the day working on my
sketch of her for my art showing. It could be a relaxed fun day
if I let it.

No quick decisions and no judging myself.

It sounded far easier than 1t felt.



CHAPTER 16
S



ERICA

S unlight filtered into the room and pulled me from a restful
sleep. I turned to reach for Matt and found him gone and
his side of the bed cold. He’d been gone for a while.

Panic stabbed my insides as I jolted up.

“Matt?” 1 checked the clock and groaned. Getting up
before six on a Sunday morning was a travesty I tried to avoid.
It was one of the only days I let myself sleep in.

After pulling a robe over my shoulders, I walked down the
hallway and tied the long silky belt to hold it together, noting
that he was out on the patio or gone. I checked the patio and
walked the short distance to the kitchen to find him gone. My
heart dropped.

“He ran,” I whispered and crossed my arms over my chest.

I had two choices. 1 could fall apart and deem myself
unworthy of his attention, or I could swallow my emotions and
pretend like a great night of sex was all I was after anyway.

I chose the latter of the two, though the tears in my eyes
would call me a liar. A soft sigh left me as I walked back to
the bedroom and crawled back into the cold sheets. The smell
of his cologne lingered on the pillow next to mine, and damn it
if I didn’t lean over there and press my face to it.

My heart ached far more than I could remember feeling in
the longest time, but it was a nice reminder that I was alive
and that love was still very much something I wanted in my
life. I'"d almost convinced myself otherwise.



I flopped over onto my back and reached out to grab my
phone. Lanie would be up no doubt. She was an early bird and
usually had a hundred things done by the time the sun came up
in the morning.

“Hey you. What the heck are you doing up?”

“Just woke up,” I mumbled and rolled onto my side.
“Matt’s been here most of the weekend.”

“Matt Bryant? The guy you mentioned last week?”

“Yeah, but I should have mentioned him several times in
the last two years. I think I slipped a few times and brought
him up, but I’ve been holding back on talking about him.”

“That almost hurts me, but I know you well enough to
know you have a good reason for not bringing him up. Spill.
What’s the deal?”

“He’s just that guy. You know. The one you look at and
think, ‘Damn... he’s living the life everyone wants to live.
He’s free to make his own decisions and his passions are
apparent because of the drive he has to create his art and do
something with it.” His smile warms up the room and his laugh
fills me with this crazy sense of adventure... like I could do
anything as long as he was there beside me. It’s stupid and I’ve
been trying so hard to ignore it since we met.”

“Wow. I wanna meet this guy. Sounds like he’s the kind of
friend all of us could use to have.”

“I’d say so, but I want more than a friendship.”

“Really? I’'m a little shocked to hear you say that. I was
honestly scared you’d given up on men entirely after the
Tanner bullshit.”

“No, I just needed a break.”
“Four years is more than a break, Erica. It’s a sabbatical.”

“Agreed. Maybe I tucked part of myself away after Tanner
left me. All that led to me wanting to protect myself, you
know? I got the job at M&B and left my dreams in the dust.
Because being an artist isn’t just about creating something
beautiful that speaks to people. It’s about being smacked



around by their criticism too. It was all because I was afraid to
fail. 1 mean, shit, if I can’t keep a ten-year relationship
together, what in the world would 1 be capable of?”

“That takes two people. Stop beating yourself up and tell
me what’s going on. Is Matt there with you?”

“No. He stayed the night last night because his hotel
jacked things up, and we went to see Blink-182.”

“Oh nice. Did you guys sleep together?”

“Yeah, and it was magnificent. He’s this sweet,
considerate, funny guy most of the time, but the things he did
to me last night.” I groaned and rolled onto my side.

“I’ll need details next time we’re together. My sex life
sucks like crazy. Somehow I forgot to read the fine print on
being a kindergarten teacher. Obviously I now live the life of a
saint and get my kicks from the latest Elmo toys created
instead of the possibility of a date.”

“Oh man, Lanie. We gotta find you a guy, though that
brings in the possibility of them hurting you. That part sucks,
as I know you’re well aware of.”

“Did he hurt you?”

“No, but he’s going to. I woke up this morning and he’s
gone. He’s very right brained, so I keep telling myself that the
artist in him needed to breathe.” I let out a fake laugh and sat
back up.

“What? Without a note or anything?”
“It would seem that way. He’s not here.”

“Is his shit still there?” Her tone was darkening. It almost
made me feel loved to have her getting upset on my behalf.

“I don’t know.” I got up and flipped on the lamp beside my
bed. Matt’s suitcase sat in the corner. “Oh wow. His stuff is
still here. Maybe he didn’t run out.”

“Maybe he’s a romantic and ran out to get flowers and
breakfast.”



“Stop it. Don’t build up hope inside of me. He’s already far
too perfect as it is.”

“I gotta run. We still on for yoga class and wine tonight?”

“Yep. I'll call you later.” I hung up the phone and tossed it
back on the bed. Matt’s portfolio sat on the floor beside the
suitcase, and I couldn’t help but pick it up and carry it into the
living room. I wanted to take my time and really take in all
that he’d put together. Only the smaller pieces would have fit
in the hard plastic contraption he had them in, but anything
done by him interested me.

I dropped down to the floor in the living room and
unzipped the container, being careful as I pulled out a good
handful of paintings and transferred them to the coffee table. I
moved through them slowly, each picture tugging at a different
part of my heart. To say I was fearful over having him paint
me would have been an understatement.

The painting of Damon that lay before me on the table
stole my breath. I’d seen it before, but knowing the story
behind it and actually having the time to study it filled me with
the horror of what Damon must have felt that day. His whole
world came toppling down. Had he ever said anything to his
dad about catching his mom cheating? Was that a burden he
still carried around with him?

I moved to the next picture and smiled. Bethany.

The intricate lines and brush strokes were perfect. She
looked a little tired and her cheeks were sunk in, but maybe
she’d gained weight and come back to life since Matt met her.

I reached out and brushed my fingers over the dark circles
under her eyes.

“What’s your story?” I whispered and sat back on my
heels. Matt hadn’t left me. Not that he wouldn’t leave soon to
go back to Texas, but he hadn’t snuck out in the cover of
darkness during the night. He thought more of me than that, or
so | hoped.

[ couldn’t help but reflect on my life as I stared at
Bethany’s portrait. I wanted to be part of the world where she



might be my sister-in-law someday. Where my career could
shift from being what 1 had to do to what I wanted to do.
Where being in love with a good man was possible and
enjoying the fruits of our combined passions was probable.

It was almost too much to dream about seeing that nothing
in my life had gone as according to plan. I was working in a
job that I enjoyed, but didn’t love. I’d locked up my heart four
years ago after college and hadn’t even considered giving
anyone else a try. I was going through the motions and had
stopped following my dreams... but when did that happen?
When did I decide to stop living and just survive?

The door opened across the living room and Matt walked
in with a box of something and a bouquet of flowers.

“You’re up.” He smiled and set the box down as I stood to
my feet and walked toward him.

Do I hug him? Kiss him? Pat his chest? Ugh.

“Yeah. I thought maybe you left during the night. You had
about thirty more minutes before I called to hunt you down.
Everything okay?” I took the flowers he handed to me and
pressed my nose to them, breathing in deeply and smiling.

“Yeah. I just wanted to grab breakfast. The flowers are to
say thank you for letting me stay with you this weekend. I
hope I haven’t imposed too much on you.”

He was being considerate, but cool. Too cool. He was
trying to figure me out as much as I was trying to figure him
out. And so the dance truly begins.

“Not at all. What’s in the box?” I moved into the kitchen
and worked to get the flowers into a vase.

“Pastries. I wasn’t sure what you like, but I figured
everyone likes pastries, right?”

“Absolutely.” I turned and picked up an apple tart from the
box before moving toward him and giving him a quick hug.
One of us had to bend. After the passionate night of bringing
each other over the edge time and time again, we weren’t
going to shake hands and go our separate ways. We might
have to take things slow, but there was no way I was going to



let awkwardness break down what we had started to build
through our shared passion.

“What’s up for today? I can go find something to do if you
have plans.” He took a big bite of his breakfast and gave me a
goofy grin as my heart softened.

There was the guy I’d fallen in love with.

“I’m going to meet up with my best friend, Lanie, tonight
for yoga and wine. You should come with me. You’d like her.”

“Oh yeah? Yoga? It’s been years since I’ve tried to put my
legs behind my head.” He finished his breakfast and pointed to
the other pastry in the box. “You want this one, or are you
wanting me to take one for the team and scarf it down?”

“Such a martyr.” I laughed and walked back into the
kitchen. “I’ll make us a pot of coffee and then we can walk
down to the local fish market and pick something out for a late

lunch. Sound like a deal?”

“Absolutely. Are you up for me drawing a rough sketch of
you today and taking a few pictures?”

“I don’t mind at all. Can we do pictures with me wearing
clothes though? I don’t need to worry about you sending out
nudes of me because you get drunk with your frat brothers
next weekend.”

He snorted. “Let’s have you in a sports bra and those sexy
yoga pants you were wearing yesterday. That will give me a
good enough view of you.”

“So you don’t remember what I look like nude?”

He ran his fingers through his hair as his eyes moved down
my body. “Oh yeah. There’s no way in hell I could forget. I’'m
just looking for a good reason to see you again.”

“Typical male.” I turned my back to him and chuckled.
“You love it.” He moved past me and squeezed my butt.
“That I do.”



CHAPTER 17
S



MATT

“S o this yoga thing... it’s not the one where I have to wear

skin tight clothes and bend in half a million times, right?”
I glanced over at Erica as we walked toward the harbor. The
sound of people laughing and having a good time filled the air
and helped to loosen some of the tension building in my chest.

Keep it light and playful. Just be yourself.

She laughed and glanced over at me. “You can wear
anything you want to wear. It’s hot yoga, which means it’s
super humid in there, but just drink tons of water and try hard
not to piss yourself.”

“Very funny.” I turned my attention back to the water
ahead, though pulling my eyes away from the beautiful
woman beside me was difficult. Her long blue dress was
feminine and made her look like a princess. I was starting to
enjoy all the various parts of her personality, though the
aggressive, needy girl in bed last night was certainly my
favorite.

“What kind of fish are we looking for today? You like
Salmon or Tuna?”

“Both are great. Let’s see what looks the best and we’ll get
a pound to share.” She moved in front of me as we entered the
fish market. The scent of the sea filled my senses.

“I wanna cook it for you though. Having the last few years
to find myself, I’ve taken a liking to cooking. I’'m quite the
chef.” I wagged my eyebrows as she glanced back.



“I’1l take you up on that.” She stopped by a large counter
of ice and pointed to a slab of salmon. “That looks great. Let’s
do that?”

“Yeah.” 1 glanced up at the fishmonger and gave him a
smile. “We’ll take a pound of that salmon right there, please,
Sir.”

“You bet!” He pulled it off and started to prepare it for us
as I turned to face her.

“I saw you went through my portfolio again. Find anything
in particular that you liked?”

“I like all of it.” She put her hand in the middle of my
chest and took a step closer to me. “I want you to know that
last night doesn’t have to change anything. I’'m good with you
taking your time to figure out what you want. You have a lot
of possible changes in your life. Don’t rush anything.”

I trapped her hand against my chest, not quite sure of what
the message under her words was. Was she trying to tell me
that she wasn’t interested in moving into a relationship
together, or was she just sincere in her wanting to give me
space to really think through all the various paths that I could
take going forward?

“I appreciate that.” I wasn’t sure what else to say, and she
backed away and turned to walk farther down the fish market.
I watched her go and let my eyes linger on how beautiful she
looked from behind. Lust burned through me, but that had
always been there. It was the warmth of love I was looking for
that I knew was there, but was almost too afraid to uncover it.

I’d get my shit together and figure out where I wanted to
live and what career path I wanted to be on. Once I locked all
of that down, I could come back and really offer her
something. Diving into a relationship before then would just
have me feeling like shit at all the things I couldn’t give her.

Like what? Your bank account is bigger than most people s
lifetime savings.

But it wasn’t mine. It was my dad’s money, and I was
hoping to be off his payroll as soon as possible.



I took the fish and waded through the people until I found
her standing at the edge of the water. Her long blond hair blew
in the breeze, as did her dress. I should have wrapped my arms
around her and kissed the side of her neck a few times, but 1
couldn’t force myself to be too casual with her. It felt too raw,
too right.

“Did you get it?”” She smiled as she looked over toward
me.

“I did. You ready to head back? We can get some work
done on the new painting and then we’ll go meet your friend
and I’ll make you guys laugh all night as I try to survive the
torture I’m sure to endure.”

She chuckled. “You’re so dramatic. You’re not an artist,
are you?”’

“I am, my dear.” I wrapped my arm around her shoulders,
unable to help myself from touching her. “That [ am.”

“What time are you leaving tomorrow?” She wrapped her
arm around the back of my waist, and I couldn’t deny how
well she fit against my side.

“Probably after breakfast. I need to get back to my place
and read through the agreement that Jonathan brought with
him on Friday night. I know I signed it already, but I need to
make sure I understand what all is going to be expected of
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me.

She squeezed my side. “Don’t you think that would have
been a good thing to do before you signed the paperwork?”

“Maybe.” I gave her a cheeky grin and released her as we
approached the condo. “Do you like living over here?”

“I love it, but if you’re looking for a place, I would say a
little more toward the art district would be a better fit for you.
I live here because it’s near the harbor and I can get downtown
to work quickly if I need to.”

“I might go look a little bit tomorrow, or maybe not. I’'m
not sure yet.”



“See how you feel in the morning.” She opened the door to
her place and I followed her in, trying not to let my mind slip
back to the night before. I wanted another night in her bed, but
it was probably best to sleep on the couch and make sure we
were headed somewhere before giving her the false pretense
that we were.

I’d been protecting myself for so damn long that I wasn’t
sure how to stop. Even when it was to my detriment to do so.

“All right. Lunch and then I get to sketch you?” I wagged
my eyebrows at her. “That almost sounds naughty.”

“I like 1t.” She set her purse down and reached for the fish.
“I think we should do the sketch first and then we’ll have
lunch later, unless you’re hungry? DI'm still full from
breakfast.”

“Yeah, that sounds better.” I walked to the living room and
tucked away the rest of my paintings before pulling out my
sketch pad and my pencils.

“Where do you want me?”

“Such a loaded question.” I moved to the couch and sat
down as I smiled up at her. “I’d love to have you stand with
your back to me, your hand on your hip and a look on your
face that says you’re far more than a man could handle.”

She laughed. “Right, cause that’s me.”

“It’s the ‘you’ I see.” I licked at my lips and pulled one of
my favorite sketching pencils from the pack. “We can take
breaks for sure. I just need a couple of hours to get the raw
sketch down.”

“And do you want me in the sports bra or nude?”

“You can actually wear what you have on for now because
I’1l be working on your face first.” I grumbled softly to myself.
“I should take my man card for not saying nude.”

She laughed again and the sound of it caused my heart to
flutter. “All right. Take your pictures before you forget. I’1l
stay in the dress and change when you want me to.”



“Awesome.” I set the pencil and pad down and got up.
“Pose for me and let me put you in the perfect position.”

“Kinky.” She put her back to me and turned a little, giving
me a smoldering look. “This good?”

“Fucking hot for sure.” I moved up behind her and
repositioned her shoulders a little. “You look like a goddess.”

“You’re just being sweet.”

“Nope. Just telling it like I see it.” I ran my hands over her
arms and positioned them like I envisioned before moving
back. “Let me take a few shots and then we’ll take the dress
off if you’re comfortable.”

“We spent the night together last night, Matt. Of course
I’'m comfortable with you.” She lifted her eyebrow and I
growled softly and pulled out my phone.

“Keep that eyebrow up. That’s even more drawing.” I
moved back as my cock stirred to life in my shorts. The
woman was nothing less than perfection. Why she wanted
anything to do with me was a complete mystery, but I’d take
1t.

“Like this?”” She turned a little more, giving me a glimpse
of the side curve of her heavy breast.

“Mmmmhmmm... jeez. I couldn’t do this for a living if
you were my model. I’d turn into a complete cave man.”

“You can’t keep making me laugh if you want this to turn
out right.” Her shoulder shook with giggles as I smiled.

“I can’t help it. The sound of your laugh is something I’'m
quickly coming to enjoy.” I took a few shots of her on my
camera phone and walked around to various angles, taking a
few more. “All right. Strip for me, woman.”

She relaxed and rolled her eyes. “You’re so seductive.”

“Thanks. I try.” I reached out and brushed her hair back
down as she pulled her dress over her head. The tiny white bra
she wore barely covered her nipples, and the tiny triangle
covering her mound was made of lace, leaving her exposed to
me. “Wow. Damn.”



I moved back and let my eyes run across her as I tucked
the camera into my pocket.

“You’re supposed to be taking pictures.” She turned and
put her back to me again, glancing over and giving me a sexy
look.

“I’m memorizing you, Erica.” I moved toward her and
slipped one of my fingers under the top of her g-string panties
before sliding my finger down to the bottom curve of her ass.
“This 1s beautiful.”

“I’'m glad you like it.” Her voice had grown soft, needy.

“I' love it.” I leaned down and brushed my lips over the top
of her shoulder. “Stop seducing me, you wanton thing.”

She chuckled. “Yeah right, because I’'m the one that
suggested that you get half naked and let me take your
picture.”

“I think that was your suggestion, but it was you who
would be undressing. Not me.” I kissed her neck and cupped
her breast, not able to help myself. “I’m going to take a few
shots and then I’ll sit down and put your beauty to paper.”

“Good. I’'m getting turned on. Back up.”

“I like the thought of that more than I care to admit.” I
pressed my teeth into her upper back and slid my hand down
to cup her ass before pressing my erection against her. “God,
you do something to me, woman.”

She bumped me with her butt and took a step forward. “Go
sit down and let’s get this over with. I’'m having trouble
breathing.”

“Me too.” I moved away from her and adjusted myself.
Why was I thinking about staying on the couch again? All of a
sudden that seemed like the worst idea I could come up with.
A beautiful woman that had effectively stolen my heart wanted
my body again and I was going to deny her? Most likely not.

“Tell me 1f you want me to change anything.” She glanced
over her shoulder and put her hand on her hip. The subtle



movement caused her ass to tense, and an arrow of lust bore
deep into my lower half.

“Not. Don’t change a thing. Just stay still for me.” I took a
few more pictures and dropped down to the couch to start
working on the sketch. “Actually, turn just a little. I want more
of your breast in the piece.”

She reached back and undid her bra, tossing it toward the
front door and turned a little, giving me the perfect view.

“I’d rather you draw me just as I am than have to imagine
it.” She glanced back at me, and the look in her eyes said she
needed me to affirm her beauty, that she yearned for someone
to remind her what a unique and stunning creature she was.

“I’ve been studying you for two years, Erica. After last
night, I could paint every intimate detail of your beautiful
body and you would weep at the depths you’d find in the
picture.” I glanced up from my sketch pad and winked at her.
“Relax and let me capture all that you see, and all that you
don’t.”



CHAPTER 18
S



ERICA

“M att, this is my best friend Lanie. Lanie, this is Matt.” I

moved back as Matt and Lanie shook hands.

“I would say that Erica’s told me so much about you, but
she’s rather private about everything.” Lanie glanced over at
me and wagged her eyebrows. “He’s cute.”

“He’s right here.” I shook my head and moved to open the
door to the yoga facility. “You brought your water, right?”

Matt nodded. “Yep. I brought yours too. You left it sitting
in the kitchen.”

“Oh yeah. Jeez.” I walked in and moved to the back of the
room as Matt moved up on my left and Lanie took her place
on my right. The afternoon had been relaxing and yet
incredibly titillating thanks to Matt getting up every few
minutes to put his hands on me while I stood half naked in my
living room, posing for him. I had to quickly get over the fear
that he would find some part of me less than attractive. It was
easy to do seeing that he spoke affirmation continuously.

“You ready for this?” Lanie leaned out and gave Matt a
silly smile.

“Oh yeah. I could teach this thing.” He lifted his arms to
the ceiling and leaned over to the left as his back popped.
“Watch and learn how it’s done girls.”

I snorted. There was no way in hell he was going to make
it through the whole hour without limping out of the room
drenched in sweat.



And that’s exactly how it happened. I’d never laughed so
much in my life watching Matt try to reach the various poses
the instructor called out to us.

His eyes were filled with mischief and his smile wide
though I knew he was hurting.

“You’re a total champ. You know that?” Lanie patted his
back as she walked by us after the class ended.

“Thanks.” He flinched and turned to face me. “You hate
me. I get it. You could have simply said that you hated me and
saved me from having to be violated by the downward dog.”

I laughed loudly and moved toward him. “You’re too
much, Matthew Bryant.”

He reached out and tucked a strand of my hair behind my
ear. “You want me to let you have some time with Lanie and
I’1l see you back at the condo?”

“No, unless that’s what you want. You might need a break
from me. We spent two years avoiding each other and now
we’ve been trapped together for a full weekend. You surviving
okay?”

“Oh yeah. I’'m a champ, remember?” He lifted his hands
and grimaced again as a groan lifted from him. “Maybe a sore
champ, but I’m still a winner, right?”

I shook my head and pointed to the locker rooms. “The
men’s room is over there. Get a quick shower and we’ll meet
you out front for a cool down and a drink.”

“All right. If I’'m not out in thirty minutes, come in after
me, but make sure you’re nude. It’s a shower for heaven’s
sake. You’ll get your clothes wet otherwise.”

“You’re corrupt.” I turned and walked away as he
mumbled something under his breath.

Lanie glanced up from pulling off her yoga pants and
smiled. “If you don’t want him... I do.”

I laughed. “No way. He’s my dream guy.”



“I can see why. He’s so damn funny.” She pulled her top
off. ““You said he was good in bed too? It’s always so hard to
find a guy that’s great outside of the bedroom and excellent in
it. It’s like they’re a rare breed.”

“He’s incredible everywhere. I'm head over heels, which
isn’t the best place to be.” I pulled my clothes off and dropped
them in a sweaty pile on the floor before walking to the
showers.

“Why’s that?”

“Because he needs to figure out where he wants to live and
what he wants his career to look like. I’ve offered him a job
with me in advertising at M&B, but I’m pretty sure he looks at
that like putting a ball and chain around his leg.”

“What other options does he have?” She moved up to the
shower head next to mine and turned it on.

“His father is a billionaire, so technically he doesn’t have
to do anything, and he’s not really done much since college
from what I understand, but he’s feeling that internal push to
get up and get busy.”

“What’s he good at? We have some openings at the
elementary school that I could check on for him.”

“He’s living in Dallas where M&B are headquartered right
now, but I’'m hoping he’ll move up here. He’s been offered a
contract to showcase his art at Jonathan Luntz’s De Luge

gallery.”
“Oh, I love that place. It’s the one where they serve the
frozen grapes in your wine right?”

“Yeah. I love it too. Jonathan seems to be a really good
guy too, but you never know with those art dealer guys. He
could be blowing smoke up Matt’s ass. I hope he’s not that
stupid, but we’ll see how it goes.”

“You hope who’s not that stupid?”

“Jonathan.” I reached for the shampoo and washed my hair
quickly.

“When is the showing?”



“I’m not sure yet, but I’ll let you know. I would think Matt
should be able to get a few extra tickets free of charge. We’ll
try to score a few so you and I can go rub shoulders with
Seattle’s elite.”

She smirked. “Maybe I’ll score me a billionaire to take
home and spoil to death.”

“Too much info.” I winked at her and reached for a towel.
“I meant with my killer chocolate chip cookies.”

“Is that the code word kids are using nowadays?” 1
chuckled and moved out of the way as she tried to pop me
with her towel. “Are you wanting to go out for a drink
tonight?”

“I’d love to, but my mother called and asked me to stop by
to help her figure out what’s wrong with her dishwasher right
before you walked into the locker room. Rain check?”

“Yeah, no problem.” I finished drying off and tried to keep
the smile off of my face. I was more than happy to have the
evening free up and Matt to myself. A repeat of the night
before would have been bliss, but I wasn’t getting my hopes
up. He was subtly starting to pull back, and I had no intentions
of not letting him go. If I was worth his time and effort, he’d
realize that on his own.

Besides, he knew how I felt about us, or at least I assumed
he did.

“You sore already?” I moved up behind Matt as he stood at the
stove, working on dinner later that night.

“Yeah. Damn, that was a serious workout, Erica. How
often do you girls do that?”

I reached up and pressed my fingers into his shoulders,
massaging him as he groaned in delight.

“Every Sunday night. I love it. I feel like I got a detox and
a workout.”



“No wonder you look so damn good. That was far more
intense than I thought it would be.” He reached up and gripped
my hands but kept his back to me. “I’m gonna pass out if you
keep that up.”

“Then I can do it later for you.”

“Sounds good. Go take a load off. Dinner is almost done.”
He released me and went back to cooking as I walked into the
living room. I hadn’t checked my e-mails for the last few days,
which wasn’t me at all. It was funny how quickly my desire to
be needed by the office dissipated when I had something else
to focus on.

I sat down at the small desk on the far end of my living
room and pulled up my laptop, working through several e-
mails that I should have already answered. A phone rang in the
distance, and I heard Matt answer it before walking out to the
patio.

I worked for a few minutes more before getting up and
walking into the kitchen to make sure he didn’t accidentally
leave anything cooking. The fish from earlier was sitting on
the side of the stove with a piece of foil over it, and the
veggies from my fridge were sautéed and steaming.
Everything looked perfect.

“I’'m impressed.” I smiled and walked back to the living
room to work through a few more things before Matt came
back in. I knew without a doubt that him leaving the next day
would be incredibly hard, but it was what it was. There was
nothing I could do about it, other than tell him how much I
wanted him to stay. It was too needy and not at all the woman
I wanted to be. I’d expressed myself multiple times over the
last few days, and he was an 1diot if he didn’t realize the
depths of my feelings from my continuous flirtations over the
last two years.

The door opened beside me, pulling me from my thoughts.
“Everything okay?” I turned in my chair to face him.

“Oh yeah. Jonathan said that he made a mistake on the
agreement and needs to meet up with me first thing in the



morning to get a new copy signed.”
“Did you ask him to send it over so we could review it?”
“No, but I can. You want me to?”

“Yeah. I really do.” I turned and scribbled down my fax
number. “Have him fax it to this number and we can look it
over tonight. I just want to make sure you’re taken care of.”

“I appreciate that.” He took the number from me and
disappeared back outside.

I wrapped up one more e-mail and got up to fix our plates.
I poured drinks and set the table by the time he got back
inside.

“Man, that dude loves to talk.” He smiled and glanced
down at the table. “I was going to do all of this.”

“It’s all good. I don’t mind. You cooked dinner.”

“Well, I promised you I would. I’'m sorry we skipped
lunch, but you see, this beautiful woman was posing half
naked for me and... Mmmmm, damn she was fine.” He smiled
and pulled out my chair.

“Should I be jealous?” I teased and pulled my napkin
down into my lap.

“Naw... you’d like her a lot.” He sat down and let out a
soft sigh. “I'm going to take a week to think through
everything and then I’ll make some decisions about moving up
here and maybe coming to work for you.”

“Sounds great.” I tried to hide my disappointment. I
wanted to hear him say that he would be thinking through us
more than his career or moving to Seattle, but he needed to
keep things in order. I got it. It just stung a little.

“I’'m going to work on my drawing a little more after
dinner, but I don’t think you’ll have to pose for me again. I
have loads of pictures and you’re pretty much etched in my
memory.” He tapped the side of his head as his eyes moved
across my face slowly.



“Good, well, I’'m here if you need me.” I took a bite of the
fish and let out a sound of appreciation. “This is so good.”

“Thanks. We should take a cooking class together when I
get up here.”

“When or if?” I couldn’t help but tease him.

“When. Sorry. ’'m getting ahead of myself.” His cheeks
burned pink.

“I like 1t.” I reached out and gripped his hand lightly.
“When you’re thinking about what you want to do with your
life, make sure that if working at your father’s company is the
answer, it’s the answer you come up with yourself. Don’t let
me or him or Damon sway your decision. You are going to
make a killing on your paintings, and I’ll be beside you either
way to help make sure Jonathan sticks to his part of the
agreement.”

“That means a lot to me.” He turned his hand over and
took mine in his before lifting it to his lips and kissing my
knuckles softly. “I’ll be thinking about us too. I should have
included that.”

“No, it’s good. I figured it was part of the deal.” I pulled
my hand from his and stabbed a carrot on my plate. “Now, tell
me your favorite part of hot yoga.”

“Watching you sweat?” He laughed and I joined him.

I wanted to read a million things into his promise to
consider us, but I forced myself not to. If things didn’t work
out between us, then I was ready to move on with my life and
start looking again. Matt was my perfect match, but that didn’t
mean he would come to the same conclusion.

The question I couldn’t seem to swallow was why he
hadn’t already determined that. I had.



CHAPTER 19
S



MATT

| knew she wanted to talk about us, but I just couldn’t. I

wasn’t ready to talk about anything regarding my future. |
needed some time to myself to really think through things. I
couldn’t let a passionate weekend change the trajectory of my
future without me having a say in it.

She worked on her computer and I flipped through the
pictures of her on my phone, sharpening the image of her in
my head until I finally had down exactly what I wanted to see
on the canvas. The fax came in from Jonathan and she
reviewed the agreement while I went out on the patio to start
working on the sketch. We would be perfect for each other, but
something was holding me back.

I worked on the sketch until early the next morning and
walked back into the condo sore as hell, but thrilled with what
I’d put together so far. It was going to be my most stunning
piece yet.

After putting it in my portfolio and drinking a large glass
of milk, I stood in the hall and let indecision pull me from
walking into the darkness of her bedroom and making love to
her again. It felt unfair to both of us.

I chose to watch some TV on the couch for a few minutes.

I woke up the next morning stiff and aching all over. Damn hot
yoga class. Damon was going to give me shit for months over



letting a pretty girl talk me into going to a yoga class and
trying to keep up with the guru at the front of the room. I
deserved the horrible feeling that my legs were going to fall
off. If for nothing else, for not sleeping in the bed with Erica
the night before.

The note I found in the kitchen was scribbled like she was
in a hurry. The lack of expression in her words left me with the
conclusion that she was upset with me.

Matt,

Glad you got to come down for the weekend. I put a few notes
on the agreement for you and Jonathan. Let me know if you
have questions. I’ll see you next time you're up my way or if
you need me call anytime.

Erica.

“Shit,” I mumbled and cleaned up the living room and kitchen
before packing my stuff up and locking the door behind me. 1
put the key under the mat and paused as sadness filled my
chest. Why were things ending on this note? We have a killer
weekend in more ways than one and now we were back to
being a little more than acquaintances? No. That didn’t work.
We were meant to be friends if nothing else.

I’d have to figure out how to reach out to her once I got
through the meeting with Jonathan. Maybe I could stop back
by the office and take her to lunch or something. I owed her
more than she had gotten from me, which was nothing.

The drive to meet up with Jonathan was slow and painful.
Traffic was horrible, and I couldn’t stop thinking about how
Erica must have been feeling. Maybe I was over thinking it,
but it wouldn’t leave me be. I pulled out my phone and called



her number, but chickened out when the call went to
voicemail. She was busy no doubt. Of course she was.

“She’s the fucking director of advertising at a multi-billion
dollar firm. Hello? Idiot.” I pulled into the coffee shop and
grabbed the agreement from the seat beside me. I wanted her
with me to talk with Jonathan, but she had things to do, and I
should have made the determination before letting her walk
out of the house earlier that morning. I could have left her a
note, or climbed into bed with her, or set a fucking alarm.

Anger burned through my stomach as I walked in and
nodded toward the lanky art dealer who waved me over. He
held the opportunity for a new future for me, one that I could
imagine happily living... with Erica.

“Where i1s your agent?” Jonathan glanced around as if
Erica was hiding behind a group of people in the shop.

I chuckled. “She’s working her nine to five today.”

“Poor thing.” He motioned for me to sit. “They’ll come
over to take your order shortly. Have a seat and tell me what
you think about the adjustments.”

I sat down and flipped through the file, grateful as hell that
Erica had taken the time to mark the changes for me. I’d
totally forgotten to review the document before heading over
to meet with Jonathan. Not that I had any intention of
reviewing it, but it was a nice afterthought.

“I wanted to ask a few things.” I glanced up as he nodded.

“Absolutely. Ask away.” He leaned back in his chair and
picked up his coffee mug, nursing the hot liquid inside the cup
as he watched me.

I moved through Erica’s questions and jotted down
answers as Jonathan further explained the wording on some
parts of the agreement.

“Anything else?” He smiled and lifted his hand as if
offering me something.

“No. Well, yeah. I’d like to have a handful of tickets to the
showing for my family and friends, free of charge.”



“How about I give you four tickets. Will that work?”

“Yeah, that’s great.” I glanced down and thumbed through
the agreement as sadness welled up inside of me. “How long
have you known your wife?”

He chuckled. “That’s an odd transition, but sure, why not.
She and I met at an art showing in New York fifteen years ago.
I’d just graduated from the art institute and she was a model
for some of the paintings another artist had showcased. Funny
enough, I fell in love with her before ever meeting her thanks
to those paintings.”

I smiled. “Do you own any of them now?”

“All of them.” He wagged his eyebrows. “There’s no way I
would let some poor unfortunate chump fall in love with her as
I did. I’d have to kill the poor fool when he went in search of
her.”

“I like that. Almost like her beauty belongs to you and you
alone.”

“It’s a gift.” He nodded. “One that you and I share. Your
woman is breathtaking. Have you ever thought of capturing
her on canvas?”

“No. She’s too stunning to share.” 1 packed up the
agreement and stood up. “Thanks for meeting with me. I’ll be
in touch in a few weeks or so.”

“Sounds great. I’d like to shoot for mid-November on the
showing if possible.” Jonathan stood and extended his hand
toward me.

I shook it and nodded. “I think that’s doable. Thanks
again.”

“Anytime.”

I turned and walked out of the coffee shop feeling settled
about one thing. The picture of Erica glancing over her
shoulder might be the best painting I would ever create, but no
one would ever get the chance to see it. Her beauty belonged
to only two people. One that was deserving of it, and one that
wasn’t.



I only wished I could be a man that could measure up to a
woman like her.

“So? How was it?”” Bethany worked on a ham sandwich in the
kitchen at my father’s house as I leaned against the counter
beside her and watched.

“It was great. Erica was a load of fun, and Seattle is
insanely beautiful.”

“And?”

“And 1 signed the contract with Jonathan after Erica
looked it over. We’ll be doing the showing in November, I
think. I get a few extra tickets to it, and I’d love for you to be
there with me.”

“You know I will.” She picked up the two halves of the
sandwich and offered me one of them. “What about you and
her, Matt? You’re being so fucking cryptic.”

“I know.” I took a big bite and shrugged before turning and
walking to the backyard. The flight home had been miserable
because I couldn’t stop working through a million ways to see
her again. Like that night.

“So stop acting like Damon and give me my brother back,
please.” She moved up behind me and walked out to join me
on the patio. It was still a little warm for what most people
would consider fall weather, but for Texas, we were doing
good not sweating to death at Halloween, so I was happy.

“Speaking of Damon. He misses you.” I glanced over at
her as I dropped down on one of the many patio seats and
finished my sandwich.

“I miss him too, Matt. Stop diverting. You’re horrible at
it.” She sat down beside me and turned to face me as she
nibbled at her lunch. “Tell me what happened?”

“We went to a concert, out to dinner several times, to the
fish market and to a hot yoga class.”



Her eyes widened. “Wow. That’s a lot to pack into a
weekend.”

“Tell me about it.” I licked my fingers and reached over to
snag the rest of her sandwich. “The early bird gets the worm.”
I shoved it into my mouth as she got up and tried to muscle it
away from me. She dropped back down onto her seat as we
shared a laugh.

“You suck.” She turned and extended her legs out on the
chair. “Like big time. You won’t tell me what happened with
Erica and now you eat my lunch? Ugh.”

“Why aren’t you up at the office?”” I turned my head a little
so I could see her better.

“I was just taking a lunch break, and honestly, having to
tell Philip no for going out to lunch one more time without a
good excuse 1s going to drive me crazy.”

“Philip is another one of the interns at M&B?”
“Yeah. He’s the one Damon is insanely jealous of.”

“Right, and he would be great to use to help get Damon’s
attention. Remember I told you this already? My brother’s
jealousy is a great driver for him.”

“Hush. I already did that once and the whole damn world
almost exploded. I’ll be ready to move on soon, but I’'m not
there yet.”

“I hope you’re never there.” I closed my eyes and rested
against the seat and images of Erica’s half-naked body filled
my vision. “Erica and I had a good time. She’s everything I
want in a woman, and once I get my shit together, I’ll move
things forward with her.”

“And if she’s not willing to wait until you get your stuff
together? Whatever the hell that means.”

“Then I guess we weren’t meant to be.” I licked my lips
and tried not to think too much more about it. I still needed to
call her, but I’d get to it later that day. Bothering her at work
would leave me looking weak and needy. No thanks.



“Come on, Matt. That’s ridiculous. You know how good
you guys would be together. What’s this really about? Are you
scared that she’ll cheat on you?” The change in Bethany’s
voice caused me to open my eyes and turn back toward her.

“No. Never. I’'m not my brother.”

“Then what? She’s a beautiful woman with her life all put
together and all she’s missing is passion. That’s where you
come in.”

“That’s a lot to put on a guy that hasn’t done shit with
himself, don’t you think?”

“I see what’s happening.” She snorted and got up, walking
back toward the house aggressively. Why the fuck was she
upset with me? I hadn’t even done anything.

“Wait.” I jumped up and followed her inside. “What’s
happening? I don’t understand.”

She stopped just short of going in the house and turned
around, planting her hand against my chest. “You’re using the
fact that you haven’t moved to Seattle, or settled into a full-
time job as an excuse not to commit to her.”

“I am not.” I took a step back. I so was.

“Yeah, you are. I'll tell you this now, and you can share it
with your brother. Good women don’t wait forever, and we
don’t want any of the things you think we want. Your security
and achievements can take a fucking hike.”

“Beth. Why are you so pissed? I didn’t-"

“We want love. Just strong arms around us at night, the
whisper that we’re beautiful and cared about, and someone to
walk through this fucked up nightmare of a life with. Is that so
much to ask for?” She shouted the last bit and turned to walk
back into the house, letting the screen door slam in my face.

“Damn,” I mumbled and turned to walk back out on the
patio. She was bent over sideways because of the shit with her
and Damon, and I got her message loud and clear, but it wasn’t
as easy as she was making it out to be.



Maybe that was part of the problem between her and my
brother.

Shit, maybe that was the problem with most
relationships... and if so, why would mine and Erica’s be any
different?



CHAPTER 20
()



ERICA

“B oss?” Lewis stuck his head in my office and gave me a

tight smile. “Were you wanting to-"

“No. Tell everyone to e-mail me their reports and close my
door please.” I didn’t even look up from my computer.

A week. A whole fucking week had gone by and nothing.
Not a single word from Matt Bryant. I’d spoken with Kent and
Damon a million times on our new advisory project, but
nothing from the one man I wanted to hear something from.
Anything from.

“Why?” I whispered as the door clicked shut. I got up as
the familiar burn of rejection swelled inside of me. Was he
expecting me to call? I would have believed that before
spending the weekend with him, but now, I knew there was a
different side of him.

He could play docile and sweet in front of the world, but
he was an alpha male that liked to dominate women in the
bedroom and lead them through a thick crowd of people. He
was a protector, a strong man’s man. Why did he act like he
was anything but that?

I’d come up with a million theories over the last week to
try and make myself feel better, but nothing worked. I was
hurting, lost and ready to pack up my shit and leave for
another life if things didn’t turn around. Tanner’s rejection felt
like a bee sting compared to the Mack truck that Matt had
pulled out on me.



“Two years. Two goddamn years of pining after this man
only to have him show up for a weekend, sleep with me and
run away like I was the worst lay of his life.” Tears burned my
eyes, but I refused to let them fall.

My phone buzzed, and I turned on my heel and walked
back to my desk and fury burned through my chest. I pressed
the button on the dial and leaned over.

“What?”

“Miss Hall, your three o’clock appointment is here. I'm
sorry to-”

“Send him in and don’t interrupt until it’s four.” I released
the button and wiped at my eyes, careful to not smear my
makeup. Kent had hired a new director for the firm that would
be overseeing the advisory practice and staying mostly in
Seattle. I had to walk him through the final decisions we’d
made recently on the advertising for the new service and make
sure that he didn’t want any changes.

It was the last thing in the world I wanted to do, though
like most things in my life at that moment, I didn’t have much
of a choice.

I picked up the portfolio and moved to the small desk
situated in the center of my office as the door opened and I
glanced up.

“Hi there. I’'m Erica Hall.” I extended my hand, slapped a
smile on my face and moved toward the guy.

His dark hair had bits of silver streaking through it and his
smile was warm and a little naughty. Had I not been lost in my
angst, I would have taken a minute to mentally drool over him.
His suit fit him like a glove, and his handshake was firm.

“Nice to meet you, Miss Hall. I’'m Mitch Roberson.
Thanks for taking time to meet with me today.” His slate grey
eyes moved across my face slowly and he held on to my hand.
“Kent forgot to mention that you were stunning as well as
brilliant.”

I chuckled and pulled my hand from his slowly. “That’s
probably because HR would have a heart attack if he did.”



He laughed as well and followed me back to the table.

“Feel free to have a seat and I’ll walk you through some of
the designs we feel like we’re just about settled on.” 1 spread
them out and glanced over to find him watching me instead of
looking at the designs. “Of course, you know that if you want
to give any comments, feel free. We’re happy to adjust
anything that you think might help the service to be more
readily sold.”

“I like your willingness to take constructive criticism. It’s
the mark of confidence.” He turned his gaze toward the table
and leaned over, pulling the various pictures up to study them.
“I love this. The colors and the slant of the logo pulls me in. It
screams power and professionalism to me.”

“Excellent.” I smiled and crossed my arms over my chest.
“I think these are great, Miss Hall.”

“Erica, please.” I picked up my favorite of the various
designs and handed it to him. “I like this one best.”

“Me too. Let’s get it into design and wrap this project up.
We’ll have the IT guys change that part of the website and
start working on imprints in case we need those for spin-off
services.”

“Perfect. 1 usually do that part, but if you know what
you’re doing, go for it.”

“I’m an odd duck. I have a fully functional left brain and
right brain.” He smiled and slipped his hands into his slacks. “I
don’t have plans for dinner yet, but I’d love for you to join me.
We’re going to be working side by side on this project and a
few others from what Kent’s told me. I’d love to know a little
more about you and share some of myself if you’re up for it.”

I hesitated only because it felt like Mitch might be
interested in more than a friendly professional dinner. “Yeah,
let me check my calendar.”

“Of course.” He picked up a few more of our designs and
stared down at them as I turned and walked back to my desk.



Indecision raced through me, though I was being stupid. It
wasn’t like he was hitting on me or trying to take me home
with him for the night. He was going to be one of the only
other directors for M&B 1n the Seattle office.

“I’'m free. What time do you want me to meet you?”

“I’11 just swing by here at six if you want. The guys across
the hall keep talking about a killer sushi place just down by the
harbor. You like fish?”

“Love it.” I pressed my hands to the top of my desk and
smiled. “T’ll see you then. Nice to meet you, Mitch.”

“Pleasure is all mine.” He lifted the designs in the air.
“Mind if I take these with me?”

“Not at all. I have plenty of copies.” I waited until he left
to sit down in my chair and let out a soft sigh.

Why was I holding myself out for a guy that didn’t even
have the common courtesy to call me? I wasn’t asking for
much, but after sharing my body with him, and supporting him
with his situation with Jonathan, the least I deserved was a
fucking goodbye.

My phone buzzed and I picked it up. “What? It’s not four
yet, 1s it?”
“No, Miss Hall. I'm sorry, but Mr. Bryant’s on hold for
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you.

“Fine. Put him through.” I pressed my fingers to the bridge
of my nose, half expecting to hear Kent’s voice fill up the
other end. To hear Damon instead was no big surprise though.

“Erica? This a good time?”

“Sure. I just met Mitch. He seems like a nice guy.” I leaned
back and crossed my free arm over my chest.

“Yeah. I think he’s going to be good for the advisory
practice we’re setting up. The man has a resume that
impressed my father. I’'m thinking we’re going to do well to
have him on our side.”



“Awesome. What can I do for you?” I forced myself to sit
up a little and lose the attitude. Never before had I let anything
affect my job, and it wasn’t fair to do that to myself now.

Matt made his decision, whether he realized it or not.

“I wanted to see if we could have a conference call around
five thirty today. Dad and I have been talking with Matt and I
think we have him convinced to at least try out a twenty hour a
week schedule. He might work remotely from his new place,
but ’m not sure.”

“His new place?” A small tendril of hope ran through me,
but I quickly squashed it. He hadn’t called in a week after
spending the weekend at my house, living life as if we were
meant to be together. He wasn’t the type of man I needed in
my life. I’d misjudged him. It was that simple.

“Yeah. I think he’s going to come up there later this week
and try to find a place.”

“That means he’s moving up here?” I let out a long breath
through my nose and tried not to let my voice give away the
hurt that I was struggling with.

“He’s still being noncommittal, but yeah, I think he’s going
to keep his place here in Dallas and get one up there too. You
know Matt.”

“Yep. [ do.” I picked up a pencil from my desk and twirled
it as I walked toward the floor to ceiling windows in my
office.

“What’s up with you? You sound... tense.”

“Yeah, I have things going on in my life that I’'m not
exactly able to ignore today. Forgive me for having an off day.
Shit happens.” I pulled the phone from my ear and squeezed
my eyes shut. I needed to feign illness and leave for the day.
There was no way my toxic attitude was going to allow for
anything remotely productive.

“Wow. I’'m here for you, you know that. Talk to me and
let’s work this out. We’ve been friends a lot longer than we’ve
been co-workers, Erica.”



“There’s nothing to talk about.” Warm tears blurred my
vision. “I’m good.”

“Liar. I’'m not getting off this phone until you spill.”

“It’s my mom. She’s not doing well, and Daniel isn’t
visiting her anymore. He’s too sensitive about her getting older
and dying on us like daddy just did.” I let out a soft sob and
walked toward my chair to sit down in it.

“What can I do to help?”

“Nothing. I just need to take some time off soon and figure
things out.”

“Is this just about your mom?”’
“Why do you ask?” I sniffled and wiped at my eyes.

“Because my brother has been moping around here for a
week, 1ignoring most of us and acting like a ten-year-old boy
lost in the woods.”

“I don’t care what Matt’s doing.” I reached for a Kleenex.
“And 1if you expect me to try and talk him into coming up
here, you’re shit out of luck. Tell your father that too. Matt’s a
twenty-eight-year-old man. He doesn’t need any of us pushing
him to do anything. If he’s not willing to make the decision to
move forward with his life, none of us are going to change
that.”

“No truer words have been spoken.” Damon cleared his
throat. “Why are you upset with him? What happened?”

“You know how I feel about your brother, Damon. Or
rather how I felt. I’m getting over it.”

“Yeah, of course I do. You guys would be-"

“Don’t. I'm not interested in hearing it. He came down to
visit and we had a good time for the weekend, or at least I did.
I haven’t heard a fucking word from him in seven days. Not
‘thanks for letting me crash at your place’ or ‘I really
appreciate you helping me with my contract with Jonathan’ or
better yet, how about, ‘thanks for the all-night fuck. I really
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needed that in my life’.



“Wow. He didn’t say anything after you guys spent the
weekend together? That’s more something I would do than
Matt.”

“Exactly. And tell me something, and be fucking
completely honest.” I wiped my eyes and let out a shaky
breath. Something about getting the hurt off my chest left me
feeling a little better.

“Of course.”

“Why would you do that to someone? Why would you
lead them on and walk away without a word?”

“Because in my past life, I was a user. I would walk away
because I never had any intention of being with you in the first
place. You were just a warm body and pretty smile to spend
the weekend with. But, Erica-"

“No. Fuck it. That’s exactly what happened. You and Kent
are so concerned that Matt isn’t going to turn out like the two
of you, but you’re wrong. He’s already everything you used to
be.” I dropped the call and walked out of my office. A stroll by
the bay was the only thing I could think of that might keep me
from quitting my job, packing my shit and driving until I ran
out of gas. California was nice this time of year... and the men
were hot. Seemed like a great combination to rid myself of the
nagging desire to belong to a sexy bastard billionaire I knew.

“Yeah, you know... the good one in the bunch.” I scoffed
and pushed the door that led to the stairs. I wasn’t sure of my
next move, but I was ready to make one. And this one
wouldn’t include Matt Bryant.

Fuck him. Fuck all of them.



CHAPTER 21
()



MATT

T here should have been peace, sitting outside on the patio of

my dad’s house, working on the sketch of Erica, but there
was none to be found. Everything inside of me screamed for
me to call her, but fear held me at bay. No, it locked me up,
tied me down, forced me into a place of numbness. Where
logically I could point to all of it being a bullshit scheme to
keep myself from getting hurt, I hated it. Hated myself.

Erica belonged to me, and yet she would become someone
else’s if I let my fears over not being enough ‘man’ for her
stop me from moving forward, and fast. She was my brother,
Damon, in female form. Perfect. Smart and strong, educated
and successful. She was everything anyone could want and
beyond anything I expected to have, but I was fucking it up
completely.

I reached down and brushed my thumb along the sketch,
catching the side of her face and smearing the line a little to
soften her.

“Much better,” I whispered softly as the sun warmed my
chilled skin. The weather in late October in Texas was always
anybody’s guess. We were lucky that year with the coolness
having rushed in before the holiday season started.

My eyes moved slowly across the sketch, pausing when I
reached the feminine curve of her breast, the steep swell of her
hip, her long legs, her perfect ass. My body hardened and I
glanced up, sucking in a tight breath.

Get up and save whatever you can with her.



I exhaled loudly, trying hard to keep myself from diving
into one of my many fantasies where she was concerned. Not
all of them have her naked and spread across a bed or laid
prostrate on a table, but those were my favorite. They were
more carnal and left my heart alone. The ones where she
walked toward me in a white gown fitted just for her, or a little
boy with blond hair and bright blue eyes bouncing around my
feet hurt too much. It was almost as if the entire universe were
trying to bring me to my knees.

“Matt?”” Karen’s voice sounded right behind me.

I glanced over my shoulder and gave my new stepmother a
smile. “Hey there. Hope you don’t mind me borrowing your
patio.”

“It’s yours too. You know that.” She walked out and sat
down in the lawn chair beside me, stretching out her legs and
closing her eyes. “I love this time of the year so much.”

“Me too.” I slipped my pencil back in the case and picked
up my sketch pad. “I’m going to have to buy a large canvas for
this thing, but I’m still not sure if I should work on it here or in
Seattle.”

“So you really did decide to go?” She glanced over and
extended her hand. Her brown hair hit just above her
shoulders, and her eyes were filled with a kindness that settled
me. I could see why my father married her. She would be
capable of unwinding the hurt that he suffered losing my
mother to cancer. He’d worshiped her when my brother,
Damon, and I were younger.

He was the reason I was scared to move forward with
Erica. His relationship with my mother was a lie, and left me
questioning love altogether. There was nothing my mother
didn’t have, and yet she chose to sneak around behind my
father’s back in search of something else, but what? And
would a woman like Erica love me to my face and spend her
afternoons seeking true passion from another man?

No. I couldn’t allow that. And Erica wasn’t that kind of
woman, but my mother didn’t start out that way either. I



dismissed the thought, forcing myself to stay in the present
where it felt safe.

“To Seattle?” I handed her the tablet and leaned back.
“Yeah. I'm going to keep my apartment here, but I’ll get one
there too until I assess what’s best for me.”

“And what about working for your father? Have you
figured that out yet?”

I glanced over at her and smirked. “Did he put you up to
this?”

She laughed. “No, but I would have done it if he had. He
loves you. He talks about you all the time.”

“I know he does.” I ran my hand over my chest and turned
my face toward the sun. “I love him too. I want to make him
proud, but I’'m not sure what that looks like anymore. Is it
weird at twenty-eight to still want to impress your father?”

“No, not at all.” She turned to face me and handed me the
pad back. “I love this, Matt. It’s Erica, isn’t it?”

“Yeah.” 1 glanced down at it and closed the book. “She’s
exquisite.”

“And in love with you.” Karen’s tone softened a little as if
she knew when best to tread lightly.

“I’m in love with her too.” I leaned over to put the pad and
my pencils on the table beside me. “But love is a scary thing.”

“Don’t I know?” She wrapped her arms around herself,
and I started to offer her a blanket, but she spoke up again. “I
thought Bethany’s father and I had a good thing going, but I
was so wrong. I loved him with all of my heart, and he left us
in the middle of the night. Who does that? He had men coming
after him, Matt. Men who wanted money or blood. And he left
me and Beth there to deal with them.”

“Shit.” T got up and moved over to her chair, making her
scoot over as I wrapped my arms around her. “You’re with us
now. I can’t imagine how horrible that must have been, but
you’re so insanely strong to make it through that, and now
look at the blessings you have.”



She sniffled and wiped at her eyes. “I keep thinking I’ll
wake up one day and be able to forgive him, you know?”

“Yeah. That’s my mom.” I pressed my cheek to the side of
her head and closed my eyes.

“What about your mom?”

“She cheated on Dad a lot. I think him and Damon talked
about it a few days ago.” I squeezed her and got up, almost
busting my ass in the process.

“Why do people do things like that?” She glanced up at
me, and it was almost comforting to see that she thought of me
as a man. So many days I still felt like a wayward child, trying
to navigate through life - alone.

“No clue. Selfish?” I ran my fingers through my hair and
let my eyes run across the burnt oranges and dark reds of the
trees littering leaves all over my dad’s backyard.

“Agreed.” She sat up and pulled her knees towards her,
wrapping her arms around them. “I’m glad Damon and
Bethany worked everything out.”

“Me too.” I slipped my hands into my pockets. “I’'m
looking forward to the wedding. I’'m just not sure if I'm
expected to be the best man or the bridesmaid.”

She laughed and shook her head. “Not sure your father
would agree to you wearing one of those slinky blue dresses
that Bethany is looking at.”

“I can rock slinky. Hello.” T lifted my eyebrow as she
laughed again.

“I have no doubt.” Her eyes moved toward the table beside
me. “That picture is by far the most beautiful thing I’ve ever
seen. Has Erica seen it?”

I glanced down at it before gathering my things. “Um...
no. I went up there and had a great weekend with her and then
tucked tail and ran.”

“Then go back and show her.”



I turned my attention back to my stepmother. “I’m not sure
she’s going to want to see me.”

“Maybe not right now, but she’s definitely going to want to
see the way you see her.” She smiled. “That picture is filled
with passion, strength and beauty.”

“Good. That’s exactly how I see her.” I glanced toward the
sky, lifting my chin and breathing in deeply. “I don’t know
why I’m being so stupid about all of this.”

“You’re scared. It’s normal, typical and okay. Just move
past it. Identify the fear and get past it. Love requires you to
step out all the time, Matt. Even our love between us as new
family members. Love and trust working hand in hand, but it’s
worth it in the end. Even if we have a fallout and things don’t
go as planned.” She stood up and I put my full focus back on
her. “We always have this moment, right? And that’s so worth
it to me.”

“Maybe you’re right.” I moved toward her and offered her
a quick hug before grabbing my stuff and walking to the
house. “All right... I’ll show it to her.”

“Good. She’s going to love it,” she called after me as I
walked into the house and made a beeline for the front door.

Martha was cooking something in the kitchen, and I almost
stopped to ask for a to-go box, but I was watching my weight
and from the smell of things... it wasn’t weight-loss friendly.

“You leaving?” Martha leaned out of the kitchen as I
turned and glanced over my shoulder from the front door.

“Yep. I’'m supposed to be at Dad’s office in an hour. I’'m
just going to head up there early.”

“You want a to-go plate?”” She smiled.

“What 1s that delicious smell? Tell me it’s completely fat
free.”

“Pst. Not even close, boy.” She stepped into the hall and
wagged her finger at me. “What do you care about calories?
You look great.”



“Are you hitting on me, Martha?”’ I turned around and
shook my ass a little.

“Not even close.” She turned and disappeared back into
the kitchen. “Food or no food?”

“No food, woman. Shit... I'm trying to watch my girlish
figure here. Jeez.” I opened the door and walked to my old
beat up truck. It would be time to get something new soon.
Maybe in Seattle. Almost as if I lived two different lives.

One where I was scared shitless of Erica Hall crushing my
heart and the other where I dominated her completely.

Both seemed all too familiar.

“Dad?” I knocked on my father’s door and leaned into his
office.

He glanced up from his computer, the look on his face
causing my asshole to clench. He was pissed about something.

“Get in here and close the door behind you.” He glanced
back down at his computer.

I walked in and glanced down at my t-shirt and jeans.
Maybe dressing up would have been a better option, but it was
too late now.

“What’s got you upset? Something I did?”” I dropped down
in the seat in front of his desk, working hard to act like I was
oblivious to the ass-chewing headed my way.

“Yes.” He let out a long sigh and leaned back in his seat.
“We’re going into your brother’s office in fifteen minutes for
the call with Erica, who’s missing...”

“Missing?” 1 sat up, my back rod-stiff, my heart almost
stopping in my chest. “What do you mean-"

“As 1n she left the office a little while ago and hasn’t come
back. She’s never been one to not leave a note with her



secretary, Joan. She’s upset and your brother says that it’s your
fault.”

“Aww... fuck.” I stood up and walked toward the window
before turning to face him. “Do we really have to do this-

“Yeah. We do. She’s the best advertising agent I know, and
she finally belongs to McKenzie and Bryant. Do you know
how hard Damon and I worked to get her here? No, of course
you don’t, Matt.” He stood up, his face shading pink. “I need
you to fix this. Now. If you don’t do it on the call today, you’re
flying your ass up there and making this right.”

“Dad. This isn’t something I can just fix. She’s in love with
me from what I gather.”

“No shit, Sherlock.”
“And I’m not rushing into anything.”

“Two years is rushing? Not hardly.” He picked up a few
files. “If you don’t fix this, then you’ll be taking her spot as
my new advertising director and working ninety plus hours a
week.” He walked to the door as bile rose up in my throat.

How the hell did Erica manage working in an office for
that many hours a week? It sounded like a prison of sorts.

“Fine. I’ll fly up there, but we’re not doing this over the
phone. It’s personal. It’s between me and her.”

My dad opened the door and moved back. “No, you just
made it between all of us. Fix it or your ass is mine.”

I groaned and walked into the hall, wanting to throw a ten-
year-old fit, and seriously considering it... why not act like a
child?

I was being treated like one.



CHAPTER 22
()



ERICA

| had to breathe. Just breathe.

My job, my life, everything was built around my career
at M&B. I loved working for Kent and Damon, and both of
them had been beyond good to me. To be the director of
anything at twenty-eight was huge. I’d worked my ass off to
get it, but they’d been more than generous in bestowing the
title, the salary and the freedom that went with being in
charge.

I refused to let something as stupid as another failed,
almost-happened relationship mess that up. Matt wasn’t
suffering from the sound of things. Why should I be?

“Because I love him.” T glanced up from staring at my
hands and let my eyes move around the small park where I sat
on a lone bench. The weather had turned cold, and damn 1f I’d
forgotten my coat when I ran out of the office like a scalded
child.

Damon wanted to talk about all the reasons why I
shouldn’t be upset with Matt, why we were so good together,
but he was bias. His little brother had a shot at love, a
sustaining, serious, abiding love, and he was fucking it up.

A week and nothing from him. Not a call, a text. Nothing.
We’d spent the weekend exploring each other physically and
emotionally. Was he pissed by the professional note I left him
that morning before heading to the office?

What else was I supposed to do? We had one more night
together and he slept on the couch, forgoing the comfort of my



bed, the warmth of my body. His actions screamed so loud that
even if he might have said something, I wasn’t sure I would
hear it.

Maybe it was for the better. From the look of things, fate
was going to kick me in the crotch a few more times. Matt was
seriously considering coming to Seattle to stay half the week
and then live the rest of the time in Dallas, around his family.
He’d be working on my team for twenty hours a week, most
likely as part of our advertising and art think-tank. It was the
perfect set up for him.

It sucked balls for me. At least it did now. He left a week
ago without a word. Nothing hurt worse than rejection, but not
mattering enough to even be rejected? Just simply ignored?

It was too much. Not even I could move past that... could
I?

A red ball bounced at my feet, popping me in the shins and
rolling off.

“Sorry, miss!” A little boy no more than five jogged past
me and waved.

“No problem. You got it?”” I got up and glanced around,
looking for the boy’s mom. I found her running toward us with
a grimace on her face.

“Danny. Slow down. What have I told you about running
off?”

He paused and turned, giving her the cutest look I might
have ever witnessed. “I’m sorry, mommy.”

She knelt and wrapped him in a hug as [ moved back to my
bench and dropped back down. My heart ached for what she
had. Real love. After Tanner walked away from our ten-year
relationship during my senior year, I’d given up on wanting a
husband or a family, but something about being close to thirty
changed all of that. Or maybe Matt changed it. I wasn’t sure
what shifted, but without a doubt, the shift occurred.

“Thank you.” The mom waved at me and toted the little
boy back across the park, kicking the red ball as she continued
to lecture him.



“No problem.” I gave myself a few more minutes to take
in the beauty around me before getting up. My bruised pride
would have to be comforted later that night with a hot bath and
a good bottle of wine.

If only that really worked...

'

I walked back into the office and Joan stood up, my secretary
looking a little worried.

“There you are. Are you okay?” She moved around her
desk and clasped her hands together as if she were trying to
keep herself from reaching out to me.

“Yeah. I just needed some air. Are we all set to go on the
five thirty call with the Bryants?”

“Yes, ma’am.” The older woman nodded and pursed her
lips. “I was scared you’d walked out for good. You looked so
upset when you left.”

“I wasn’t sure if I was coming back, but then I realized I
was being childish. I love my job.” I shrugged and walked
toward my office, letting the conversation die. There was no
way [ was letting anyone into my personal life at the office. It
never worked out to be a good thing.

After closing the door, I sat down at the small circular
table in the middle of my office and pressed the button to turn
the video conferencing on. A screen moved down from the
center of the ceiling and stopped a few feet in front of me. I
leaned back and waited for the call I was sure to get.

Seeing Matt was going to suck royally, but I’d simply
focus on Damon or Kent and keep my feelings to myself.
Besides, they probably all three knew how I felt. I had been
less than subtle with Damon on our call an hour before.

The loud buzz of the phone caused me to jump though I’d
been expecting it. Somehow I’d slipped back into my
thoughts, letting them go where they always did - right to
Matt.



“Erica?” Damon leaned back in his chair and let out a sigh.
“I thought maybe... well, never mind. This a good time?”

I lifted my arm and glanced down at my watch. “It’s five
thirty on the dot. It’s perfect.”

“Hi, Erica.” Matt lifted his hand, his expression tight and
filled with tension. It was more than obvious that someone had
berated him moments before.

“Hi, Matthew. How are you?”’ I forced a professional smile
and tried to still my beating heart. Seeing him on the screen
was almost as bad as seeing him in person. My wine and hot
tub night was quickly turning into a full bottle of whiskey. He
looked so damn good, his dark blond hair disheveled, his blue
eyes filled with sorrow, as if he cared about me.

If he did, he would have called without being forced.

“He’s good. I guess.” Kent shook his head and turned his
dark gaze back toward me. “I know you’re busy, so we won’t
take any more of your time.”

“It’s good. I wrapped up things this morning, so I have
some free time. Let’s discuss the arrangement we’re working
toward and see where we can fit Matt in, hm?” I pulled a
folder toward me and opened it, the words on the page
jumbling up before me. “I think you guys were talking about
twenty hours a week, right?”

I glanced up as Damon nodded. Matt was reclined
backward, his arms across his chest, his frown well-defined.

“That’s right. Were you thinking of putting him in the
think-tank group you have?” Damon glanced over at Matt and
looked back toward me, rolling his eyes so that only I could
see.

“Um, yeah.” I looked back down at the papers and shuffled
them around. “He’ll be working with Lewis in graphics.
Should be a lot of fun. Unless you’re still unsure?”

“Are we creating a new position?”” Kent butted in.

“No. Celia 1s leaving on maternity leave next week, so
Matt could have her position for three months and decide if



this 1s the place for him.” I shrugged and swallowed the hot
ball of regret in my throat. I should have never slept with him.
What was I thinking? I’d never been the type of woman to
sleep around. My heart was too involved in love-making.

“I'm right here,” Matt barked and leaned toward the
camera, his expression softening a little. “You can talk to me,
Erica.”

“Okay.” I leaned back in my chair as my sorrow turned
into anger. | stared at him for what felt like forever. It was
obvious that the other two men in the room were getting
uncomfortable, but they’d decided to tuck Matt between them
and call me. They were stuck, and both deserved the
discomfort. “I have a three-month position in graphics that’s
twenty hours a week. It’s an artsy group that I think you’ll like
a lot, but I need to know if you plan on filling it, or if not, I’ll
find someone else.”

He nodded as his eyes moved subtly, as if he were
studying me. “You’re so beautiful. Did you know that?”

Everything disappeared but him. I nodded. “I’ve heard it
before, but it’s irrelevant. I’'m looking for an employee.
Nothing more.”

“Matt. Not now, dude.” Damon’s voice brought me from
my reverie. “Erica, he’ll be up there on Wednesday. We’re
talking three months as a testing period, right, and when are
you wanting him to start?”

“Yes on the three months, and Monday would be good.” I
glanced over at Kent. “I need to meet with you soon to discuss
the final ads on the advisory project. I met Mitch this morning.
We’re going to dinner tonight, but I know you like to have a
final review done by you. I assume I’m still walking you
through those images?”

“Yes. Plan on coming down for the weekend maybe in a
couple of weeks. Would that work?” He glanced over toward
Damon.

I nodded. “Perfect. See you on Wednesday, Matt, or
Monday when you come in.” I nodded at the other two and



clicked the button to end the call. Tears blurred my eyes, and I
stood up, moving toward the windows in my office. I needed
to feel the sunlight on my face.

Why in the hell had I mentioned Mitch? What an asinine
thing to do.

A knock at the door saved me from my self-deprecating
thoughts. “Come in.”

Mandy opened the door and paused at the entrance. “I was
looking for you about twenty minutes ago. Everything okay?”

I turned and stood up, letting out a soft snort. “I guess
news travels fast. I just got upset over something that didn’t go
my way. Typical response from me, I guess.”

“Oh, good. Nothing to do with the team or something that
we turned in that wasn’t up to your specifications?”

“What? No. Not at all.” [ wrapped my arms around me as a
thought bubbled up. “I’'m going to dinner with Mitch
Roberson tonight. I’d really love for you and Lewis to join the
two of us. You’re my most senior ad agents, and you’ll be
working with Mitch alongside me. Can you check your
calendar to see if that will work?”

“Oh.” Her eyebrows raised. “Really? Yes. I would love to
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g0o.

“Great. See if Lewis is up for it too. Mitch will be by in a
couple of hours to pick us up. Just stick around and I’ll grab
you when he gets here. That all right?”

“Absolutely.” Her smile was radiant. “I’ll go tell Lewis
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now.

“Great. Close the door behind you, please.” 1 turned and
walked back toward my desk.

There. 1 felt better already. Going to dinner with Mitch
almost seemed too intimate. I was most likely overthinking it,
but either way, I was uncomfortable. The new Director of
Advisory was fifteen years my senior with streaks of grey in
his dark hair and a body that left anyone with a pulse drooling.



He was dangerous in more ways than one, and yet why was I
protecting myself again?

As if Matt were going to grow up and become the man |
saw peeking out of the edges of his persona last weekend? No
way. Not in a million years. I loved him with every ounce of
my soul, but for the first time in a long time... love didn’t feel
like nearly enough.

I spent the rest of the afternoon, working on a graphics
project that wasn’t mine to do. One of my new artists would
have usually been given the opportunity to sketch the first
draft of a new logo we were working on, but I needed
somewhere to focus.

“Erica?”

I glanced up to find Lewis standing at the door. His smile
was wide, and his dreadlocks a hot mess. He was perfect, and
the best employee I had outside of Mandy.

“Come on in.” | sat back as he walked toward the desk and
pointed to my drawing.

“Wow. That’s righteous. Can I see?” He extended his hand
toward me.

“Yeah, sure.” I handed it to him. “It’s just a mockup of-"

“The new logo. I love it. It’s brilliant.” He studied it for a
minute and handed it back. “And that’s why you’re the boss.”

I chuckled. “Why is that?”
“Because, it’s perfect. I can’t even offer a suggestion.”

“You’re just kissing ass, but don’t stop on my account. I
love it.”

He snorted. “Not at all. I’m an art-snob. We never kiss ass.
It’s against our culture.”

My turn to smile. “Are you going to dinner with me and
Mitch tonight?”

“Absolutely. He’s downstairs. That’s what I came to tell
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you.



“Oh good.” T stood up and grabbed my bag. “Let’s go
make the best of this.”

“Are you expecting something less than pleasant?”
“No, but it’s good to err on the side of caution, right?”

“Sure, if you’re done living.” He moved back and let me
go through the doorway first. ““You’re not done with big risks
for massive rewards are you?”

“I’m not sure anymore.” I shrugged and walked toward
Mandy, lost in my thoughts. Risk seemed like a fun word
when | was younger, but after longing for a life I’d almost
given up on years ago... it seemed more prudent to be cautious
- safe.

Matthew Bryant was anything but safe.



CHAPTER 23
()



MATT

“M att,” Damon called after me as I walked down the hall,
away from the conference room. I ignored him. “Matt.
Come on, dude. Stop.”

I jerked around as I reached the elevator and poked him in
the chest. “Fuck you for that. What did you and Dad think
would happen? Hm?”

“Look. I know you’re-”

“You don’t know anything. You have your life planned out
in front of you, the woman you love beside you and everyone
else to worship the ground you walk on. You don’t know shit.”
I got in the elevator and watched him with the fury that burned
deep inside of me. Of all people for my brother and my father
to make me look like a weak child in front of, it had to be
Erica Hall.

The one woman I’d consider hitting my knees for. As if
she would have anything to do with me after leaving without a
word, and now this...

“Fuck all of it. Why do I even bother?”” I moved toward the
door as it opened and barreled past a group of monkeys in
suits. The scream beating against my teeth was held in by a
smidgen of respect for my father. He’d built his legacy up for
him and Damon to enjoy and now they were muscling me into
it too. It was done in love, but damn if I wasn’t hot by the way
they went about it.

I jogged to my truck and got inside before I let out a string
of curse words and pounded the steering wheel. The woman



walking beside the truck jumped back and I smiled and lifted
my hands in apology.

“I hate this shit. All of it.” I started my truck and drove
straight for the NBC offices on the other side of the city.
Bethany would probably be bias to helping me see the good in
Damon and my father, but Sophie wouldn’t. She would let me
bitch and act a fool until I calmed down. Then she’d help me
curse everyone around me until I felt better. That’s why she
had been my best friend since childhood.

I parked in the garage beside the large high rise where
every secret in the world was known. It was almost comical to
think that someone like Sophie, who was insanely private
about her personal life, would work to expose other people.
True oxymoron.

The stern looks on the people’s faces that I passed gave me
yet another reason to run for the hills instead of working at
M&B. I wanted to enjoy my life, to be free to experience all
sorts of incredible things. Everyone pimped out in a standard
black, grey or navy suit downtown had the same look on their
faces. Like someone had just administered an enema with no
lube. It was the last thing I wanted to experience. Living a life
with all duty and no pleasure. No way.

I stopped at the front desk and smiled at the older woman
who glanced up.

“Can I help you?”

“Yes. I’m here to see Sophie Marque with NBC.” I glanced
toward the security gate, hoping that by some miracle she
might come bounding through and save me the hassle.

“Fine. Wait over there please, sir, and I’ll give her the
message that someone is here to see her. Can I get your name
and your business?”

“Sure. ’'m Matthew Bryant. I’'m her baby-daddy.” I leaned
toward the woman and whispered the last bit.

She smirked. “All right. I’ll be sure to tell her that her
baby-daddy is here.”



“Thank you, kindly.” T turned and walked to the row of
chairs, feeling a little bit better, but not much.

My father and brother made a fool of me in front of Erica,
and what was worse? She complied. Talking about me like |
wasn’t sitting in front of the fucking camera. I ran my hand
down my face. I truly deserved anything she wanted to throw
my way. [’d messed up big time. Fixing it was at the top of my
list, but now... I wasn’t so sure. She too saw me as a jacked
up, immature little boy.

Hell, maybe I was.

“You sure do look deep in thought. Don’t strain yourself.
You could pop a vein.” Sophie stopped in front of me and
glanced down, her eyes filled with humor.

“I’ve already popped a few today, what’s one more?” I got
up and nodded toward the coffee shop across the street. “I
need to vomit emotion. You got a few minutes?”

“For you? Absolutely.” She slipped her arm into mine.
“Any reason why you told Tammi over there that you’re my
baby-daddy?”

“I didn’t tell her that.”” I glanced over at Tammi and
winked. “I said Band-Aid caddie, like your walking first aid
kit.”

She rolled her eyes and moved around me as I held the
door for her. “You’re never going to grow up, are you?”

“Do you think I should?” I walked beside her to the stop
light and reached for her hand as we crossed the street, not
wanting to lose her in the crowd.

“No. I like you just how you are.” She tugged her hand
from mine. “You know I hate it when you try and manhandle
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me.

“Manhandle?” T snorted. “I held your hand to make sure
you didn’t get away from me. I think you better ask for
another adventure other than Saudi Arabia. I’'m pretty sure
your definition of manhandle is a joke compared to how those
men treat their women.”



“Not the prince. I’ve been studying him.” She gave me a
knowing look and opened the door to the coffee shop.

“And? Spill.” T walked in and breathed in deeply, loving
the deep aroma in the air. It smelled like lazy mornings and
comfort. It reminded me of Erica somehow.

“He’s nontraditional. He’s hoping to find an American
woman to birth his children.” She shrugged and moved up in
line.

“Wait. Are you saying that you’re good with him putting
that out for everyone to hear? He wants an American woman
to birth his children? What about to love? To cherish? To build
a life with?”

“That’s what he meant, silly.” She moved up and ordered.

I ordered something big and sugary before turning my
attention back on her. “He meant sex. That’s what having
children starts out with. Did you miss this day in eighth
grade?”

She popped me in the chest. “No. You were in the next
room, remember? You asked me a million questions about...
never mind.”

I chuckled. I’d drilled her with questions while the other
guys in school were drilling anything that walked and
breathed. We were different, but it was simply what made us...
us.

“Today has been a total bust.” I sat down at a small table
and glanced up at her. She was beyond beautiful, and would
most likely score a prince in the Middle East, or anyone else
she wanted. It was weird not to have feelings for her outside of
our friendship, but I didn’t. She was like a sister to me.

“Yeah. Tell me what happened. It’s rare for you to come all
the way to the office to see me.” She walked up to the counter
to grab our drinks and handed me mine as she sat down across
from me. “Something happen with Erica? Is that her name?”

“Yeah.” I took a long sip of my frozen coffee drink and
winced. “Brain freeze.”



“That takes a brain.” She winked and leaned back in her
chair. “Tell me what happened.”

“They wanted to have a conference call with Erica, the
four of us. I haven’t spoken with her since leaving Seattle a
week ago, and as anyone in their right mind would be, she’s
upset with me.”

“Wait. Back up. You went up there and what? Tell me the
full deal. I haven’t seen you since before you left, remember.”

“Right.” T ran my fingers through my hair and glanced
around. Rehashing everything was going to suck royally.

“You’re not getting out of this. I know your flight-look.
You’re not running from me. Just spill.” She took another
drink of her coffee and watched me closely.

“We had fun. She took care of the contract with Jonathan,
we went to a concert, to the harbor, made love a few times
and-"

“Wait. Made love?” Her lips turned up into a smile that
reached her eyes.

“You’re really pretty when you smile like that. You should
do it more often.” I took another drink of my drink too.

“Thank you, but get back to the fucking. Was it
awesome?”

“Yes. Fucking usually is.” I pulled my straw out of the cup
and used it to scoop up whipped cream. “I left on Monday
morning without saying goodbye.”

“Why?” Her voice hardened. “Like you snuck out while
she was still in the bed?”

“No. I passed out on the couch the last night we were
together and woke up the next morning to a stiff note from her.
It was very business-like.” I shrugged. “I left and headed home
with the intent to call her, but I didn’t.”

“Let me ask again. Why? That’s an extreme insult to a
woman, Matt.”



“I’m realizing that now.” I glanced up and let out the
breath I didn’t realize I was holding. “I was scared, fuck, I still
am. It’s not like one weekend in her arms is going to change
that.”

“You gotta get over this jacked up commitment phobia
thing you have going on.” She reached out and touched my
hand. “Look at me.”

I glanced up. “What?”
“You know how much I love you, right?”

“Yeah. I know you wanna lick the skin from my bones and
force me to have your babies.”

“Well, there is that, of course.” Her smile faded. “She
sounds like a great catch, and the kind of woman that would
force you to become the man we all know is inside of you.
Stop running and turn around.”

I glanced down toward our clasped hands. “Can you and I
just get married? I’m comfortable with you.”

“No.” She tugged her hand from mine. “You’re not a
prince, and I’m not the girl that makes your heart ache, or your
body yearn for carnality.”

“We could work on all of that.” I was teasing. There was
no one in my past or possibly in my future that was going to
emotionally bend me over the way Erica had for the last two
years. She was supposed to be mine.

“Just call her, Matt.”

“My father and Damon had me in a conference call with
her today, and she blew me off pretty hard.”

“Of course she did. You dismissed her after she opened her
body to you.” Sophie huffed and gave me a stern look. “Any
woman would kick you to the curb after that.”

“So what the fuck do I do?” I glanced up at the ceiling,
trying hard to sound like a spoiled frat boy. It was a fitting
persona for me. I liked it.



“Go to Seattle and win her back. Be the man you are and
tell the scared little boy to take a hike.”

I dropped my chin and tilted my head to the side a little.
“When are you leaving for the Middle East again? January?”

“Yes, but stop diverting. Do what you need to do to get her
back. Promise me.”

“Maybe.” I turned my attention to the people in the coffee
shop, letting my eyes run across their expressions and
wondered what their lives might be like. Was anyone fighting
against themselves to grow up like I was? Were they in love or
searching high and low for someone that could provide the
high I got around Erica?

“Come on. I gotta get back. We can jog in the morning if
you want. I’ll walk you to your truck.”

“Okay.” 1 got up and took another long draw from my
straw before walking out into the chilly late afternoon with
Sophie. “I want to show you something I’'m working on.”

“For the private showing at De Luge?” She glanced over at
me and reached out to grab my hand as we ran across the
street.

I tugged my hand free and winked at her. “People will talk,
baby girl.”

“Oh brother.” She moved in front of me, and we walked in
a comfortable silence until I reached my truck.

“This is my centerpiece for the showing, if I can pull it
together and get it done.” I opened the truck, pulled out my
sketch pad and flipped it to the picture of Erica.

“Wow,” Sophie mumbled with reverence. She glanced up
at me. “Matt. This is the most beautiful thing I’ve ever seen.”

“Yeah?” I reached out and ran my fingers just outside of
the figure’s face. “It’s how I see her.”

“Erica?” She pursed her lips.

I nodded. “Yeah. It’s how Damon sees Bethany, or my
father sees Karen. It’s just love. Hurts like a fucker when it’s



not working, but it feels so good when it does.” I pulled the
pad from her and closed it. “I just want to get my stuff
together before I try to fix what I’ve destroyed. I want to be
everything she needs me to be. Then I can present myself as a
viable option for her, Sophie.”

“What if someone gets there before you?”

“Then I deserve to lose her.” I shrugged and pulled at her
arm. “Go back to work and stop making me rethink
everything. I hate that about you.”

“Not true.” She put her hands on her hips. “It’s the reason
you came to see me today. You wanted me to set you straight.”

“Did I?” I got in the truck, closed the door and rolled down
the window. “You know Damon is planning his wedding.”

She leaned toward me and pressed her hands to the
windowsill. “I doubt Damon is doing much of anything.”

“True. Bethany is planning the wedding. I’ll get you the
date soon.”

“Great.” She reached out and squeezed my arm. “You need
to fix this. Love doesn’t come around all the time, Matt.”

“True, and sometimes you have to run halfway across the
world to find it.”

She smiled. “That’s what I’m hoping to do. You just need
to hop on a plane and take a three-hour flight. So cheesy easy.”

“Maybe, but the hard part starts when I get there, you
know?”

She nodded. “Is she worth 1t?”

I didn’t hesitate for a second. “Absolutely. I’'m just not sure
if [ am.”



CHAPTER 24
()



ERICA

“H 1.” I got into the passenger’s side of Mitch’s black Lexus

and reached for my seatbelt as Lewis and Mandy got in
the back.

“Hey. Day go okay?” He glanced back and extended his
hand. “I’m Mitch Roberson.”

“He’s our new Director of Advisory.” I glanced back at my
staff as they shook Mitch’s hand. “It was all right. Long to be
honest.”

“Well, thanks for joining me for dinner. I hope it doesn’t
impose on you too much.” He pulled the car away from the
curb and smiled over at me.

Handsome wouldn’t begin to describe him. How the hell
was he not wearing a wedding ring? Seemed like a travesty.
Not that it mattered. I was lost to the asshole who left without
a word. If I wasn’t, I’d have offered to host the dinner at my
house and left my staff out of it.

“Not at all. Kent seems too proud of himself for getting
you to join the firm.” I pulled down the mirror above my head
and checked my face.

“He’s an old friend of my brother, Jack’s. They went to
school together.” He turned and pulled up to the restaurant as
the valet ran for the doors.

“I love working for Kent. He’s a great guy.”

We got out and walked to the front door, Mitch holding it
for all of us.



Mandy smiled and glanced my way. “Is he married?”

I smirked, enjoying the fact that she was willing to speak
to me like I was half-human. Most of the time, my staff
shuffled around the office and stayed out of my way.

“No clue.” I walked toward the hostess stand and pointed
to our name on her roster. “There’re four of us now instead of
two though.”

“No problem.” The girl glanced toward Mitch, her cheeks
turning pink. Interesting.

“Let’s go.” I turned to get everyone’s attention before
following the girl to the table. We took our places, and I pulled
my napkin down into my lap and picked up the wine menu.
“Anyone need an adult beverage tonight?”

“Me.” Lewis lifted his hand. “I was trying to work with
one of our IT guys all afternoon and got nowhere. He didn’t
understand Photoshop, and I had no clue what the words
coming out of his mouth meant. It was like speaking a foreign
language.”

“I need a beer.” Mandy took the drink menu as I offered it
to her. “My little sister just told us today that she’s pregnant.
My mom is beside herself and they want to have a family
meeting over it. I keep trying to tell them that I’'m not part of
the family anymore.” She blushed. “Too much?”

I smiled. “No, it’s all good.” 1 glanced over at Mitch,
surprised to find him watching me. “And you, Mr. Director?”

He smirked. “I love a good glass of wine regardless of the
day I’ve had. Pick your favorite and we’ll just get a bottle.”

“I don’t know.” I leaned back and let my hands drop into
my lap. “I have more than a glass and one of you might have
to tote me out of here.”

I laughed when everyone offered to. Somehow I’d missed
out on having a relationship with anyone at work, which was a
shame. Both Lewis and Mandy were incredibly supportive of
me, and good people all around. I needed to fix things between
us, and open up more often. There was still a line in the sand



because it was work, but I could be more welcoming toward
my staff.

“You guys want an appetizer?” Mitch glanced up from his
menu. “Anything you want. Dinner is on me.”

“Oh no. Let me get it.” I let my eyes run across his face
and couldn’t help but think he should be on a GQ magazine
somewhere. At M&B we had the most non-typical accountants
in the world. Sexy, strong and masculine as all get out. “I
brought Lewis and Mandy as a treat to them. I’ll pick up the
bill.”

“No. You won’t.” He winked at me, but by the tone of his
voice, I knew the conversation was over.

“All right then.” I smiled and glanced back down at my
menu, enjoying Mitch’s deep chuckle.

“Damn. I have to go.” Mandy looked up from her phone.
“My mom is coming unglued. I’ll have to get a rain check.”
She stood and seemed to realize that Mitch brought her.

“I’1l take you back.” He started to get up.

“No way. I can walk. It’s only half a mile.” She pulled her
purse from the chair.

“What? In downtown at night. Not happening.” Lewis
gave me a smile. “I’ll take her and you can just grab us for
lunch later this week.”

“What? No. We’ll all just go.” I pushed back to stand as
Mitch hovered above his seat, waiting for a decision to be
made, no doubt.

“No. I’m serious. Enjoy your dinner. We’ll have a good
talk about the project we’re working on. Lewis is big and
strong.” She smiled over at him, and I got the notion that
somehow one of them had planned for the time they’d be
spending together on the way back to the office.

“Okay, well, you have my cell. Just call if you need me.” I
sat back down and pulled my chair up to the table and they
said their goodbyes and walked off.



Mitch turned to watch them go and chuckled before
looking back at me. “How long have they been sleeping
together?”

I almost choked on my spit. “What?”
He picked up his menu. “It wasn’t obvious to you?”

“No.” I tilted my head and glanced toward the front of the
restaurant. “You really think they’re sleeping together?”

“No, I don’t think. I know.” His dark eyes left me feeling
raw, bared before him. It was strange how quickly he’d gotten
comfortable with his position at the firm, or maybe it had little
to do with that. Maybe he was just the type of man that was so
incredibly confident and comfortable that he was relaxed no
matter where he went because he was unwilling to be anyone
but himself.

I wanted that for Matt. He would become that man, but
when? With who beside him?

“I lost you.” He smiled and reached out, tapping my arm.

“Oh, sorry. I had a really long day today.” I smiled up at
the server as he stopped by the table. We ordered wine and
Mitch ordered two appetizers, which we agreed would be our
dinner.

“You mentioned your long day, but you haven’t said what
happened.” He clasped his hands in his lap and pressed a hard
stare against me.

“It’s somewhat personal, I guess.” I glanced down at the
table and tried to think through how to get out of the
awkwardness he was leading us into.

“Well, I won’t pry, but I figure with both of us leading the
Seattle office, we’ll become close friends sometime in the near
future.” His voice was deep, soothing.

“I’d like that.” I glanced up and realized that maybe his
definition of friends was different than my own. I was
intensely grateful when the wine showed up.

“How long have you been working for Kent?” He took a
drink of his wine and tugged at the front of his button down



shirt.

“Two years, but I’ve known Damon for the last five.” I ran
my finger around the top of my glass. “I love it there, but there
are days when I wish I was busy painting some new
masterpiece.”

“Really?” He chuckled. “I wondered about you artist types
from time to time. How much of your soul did you sell to be
calm and collected in a large high-rise building?”

“Good question.” I moved back as the appetizers arrived. |
shouldn’t be at dinner with someone like Mitch. It was
dangerous, and I wasn’t willing to give up on Matt just yet,
even though it seemed like he’d given up on me.

“One you feel like answering?”” He took a bite of one of
the garlic shrimp and groaned. “Wow. That’s insanely good.”

“I feel like part of me is missing, sure, but I get to make
the money that I feel I’'m worth, lead a team of creatives like
myself and still design and develop art all day long. It’s far
better than being a starving artist.” I reached for a shrimp and
agreed with his assessment. My stomach rumbled as if to
corroborate my thoughts.

“That’s a great way to look at it.” He licked his fingers,
and I glanced away. The moment was too intimate. “I’ve been
working as a consultant since [ was Damon’s age.”

“How old are you now?” I picked up my glass and smiled
as he gave me a cocky grin.

“How old do you think I am?”

“That’s not fair.” I leaned back in my seat and studied him.
“No? Guess close to it and I’ll tell you.”

“Thirty-eight.” I took a drink and went for another shrimp.

“You flatter me, Erica.” I enjoyed the way he said my
name.

“Am I correct?”

“You’re off by ten years.” He picked up his fork and
picked up a piece of sushi.



“So you’re twenty-eight?” 1 smiled and picked up my
chopsticks. “You know it’s a travesty to eat sushi with a fork.
You look like a Texan right now.”

“I am one.” He popped the sushi in his mouth and chewed
slowly, taking a drink of his wine and turning the question
back on me. “And you? Are you still in your twenties?”

“Yes, but I'm racing toward thirty quickly.” 1 felt
comfortable, good. It had to be the wine.

“Husband? Kids?”

“Hopefully in the future. You?” I needed something to do
with my hands. We were at a business dinner and yet we’d
done anything but talk about business. I should have kept
Lewis or Mandy with me. Our conversation couldn’t be
headed anywhere healthy.

You don't belong to Matt. He doesnt want you. You 're not
good enough... remember? My mother’s voice echoed in my
head, though she’d never said anything about Matt. It was a
need to condemn myself fully. Her voice always worked well
for those moments.

“I have one daughter. I love her beyond words.” He licked
his lips and picked up the bottle of wine, pouring us both
another glass. “My wife, Lindy, died three years ago from a
brain tumor. It’s been a long journey back from the gates of
hell.”

“Oh, God. I’'m so sorry.” I reached out and cupped my
hand over his. I couldn’t imagine loving someone for years
and then losing them. “How long were you married?”

He gave me a boyish smile, his eyes lighting up. “Twenty-
seven years. We got married right out of high school. She was
my childhood love.”

I pulled my hand back as thoughts of Tanner swam
through my mind. So many years together and he just up and
left. Why? I’d failed to analyze any of it then. It was too hard.
I was too close to the fire.

“That’s incredible. I hope I find someone that loves me the
way you seemed to have loved your wife.” I picked up one of



the appetizer plates and divvied up the rest of the meal
between us.

“I’m shocked to see that you don’t already have someone
loving you like that.” He smiled and nodded toward his plate.
“Thank you.”

“Of course.” I picked up my fork and busied myself eating.
“So, no boyfriend either?”

“Nope.” I finished my glass of wine and tilted it toward
him. “I need one more.”

He smiled and poured me a glass. “Well, 1 know I
shouldn’t, but I can’t help but tell you that I’'m floored by you
not being with someone. You’re stunning. Successful.
Intelligent. Talented.”

Warmth spread up my chest and coated my cheeks and
throat. “Thank you,” I whispered, feeling almost
overwhelmed. No more wine for me.

“No... Thank you.” He smiled. “This is nice. It’s been a
while since I sat down to dinner with a beautiful woman.”

“I’'m glad I could break the dry spell.” I laughed at myself,
letting the wine settle my spirit.

“We should keep this up.” He watched me closely, but I
tucked my head down and worked on my meal, feeling like
Matt acted... young, immature and overwhelmed by the
presence of the older man beside me.

I needed to go home - alone. Yeah... no more wine for me.



CHAPTER 25
S



MATT

E very mess up from the last two weeks rolled through my

mind as if on a carousal as I sat on the plane on Wednesday
morning. I’d jacked things up with Erica royally, and damn if |
didn’t try and call her several times after talking to Sophie on
Monday only to hang up when her voicemail picked up. There
was no way I was apologizing in a message on her phone. It
would have been easy, but she and I both knew that was the
chicken-shit way of doing things.

Damon and I worked out our differences the day before,
and I was glad to be back on even playing ground with him. It
wasn’t his fault that I was perpetually dicking up my life, but it
sure felt good to push it off onto him.

I groaned and pressed my palms to my eyes. Erica has to
forgive me. She has to understand.

“No... she doesn’t.” I ran my fingers down my face as the
flight attendant at the front of the private jet gave me an odd
look. “I talk to myself all the time.” I smiled. “Mostly because
I’m the only one that doesn’t argue with me.”

“Makes sense. I think.” She smiled and buckled up. “We’re
making our descent. We should be on the ground in twenty
minutes.”

“Awesome.” 1 closed my eyes and let the image of Erica
giving me head in the car douse me in desire. It wasn’t just
about the act of her being so damn naughty that got me. It was
the softness of her touch, the look of love in her eyes. This was
far more than I was used to being involved in. It was unknown



land, uncharted territory, and yet every part of her I’d seen - |
adored.

Then why run?

I forced the question out of my mind. It was getting old. I
had my reasons, and though no one on God’s green earth
understood them, they still stood. I’d try to explain myself to
her once I got to Seattle, barring that she’d actually see me.

There was a good chance that I was outta luck. I hoped
not, but anyone with sense in their head would have kicked me
to the curb years ago. There’s only so much denial and
rejection someone could take.

If Erica treated me the way I’d treated her, I’d never give
her the time of day. Not to explain herself or apologize. No
way.

“Mr. Bryant?” The flight attendant touched my shoulder,
and I jumped, not realizing that I’d dipped so far into my
subconscious.

“Sorry. 1 guess 1 fell asleep.” I unbuckled, got up and
grabbed my bag. “Did you guys call a car service for me
before we left?”

The attendant nodded. “Of course. Your car should be
waiting by the tarmac. A red Audi, just like you like.”

“Perfect.” I waited for the door of the plane to open and
jogged down the stairs toward the car. My phone buzzed and 1
pulled it out to find Jonathan Lutz calling. It was as if he had a
spy cam somewhere in the vicinity. “You got eyes
everywhere?” I laughed and stopped by the car.

“No, I wish. Did you just get in town?”

“I did.” I opened the door and got into the car. “I literally
just walked off the plane.”

“Then my timing is excellent.”

“That it 1s.” 1 buckled up and started the car, loving the
purr of the engine. It reminded me of Erica, and my cock
twitched, my pulse spiked. The woman was without a doubt



the very core of my lust, and I was an idiot for denying her
anything.

Grow up.

“I got the private showing set up for us. It’ll be at De Luge
two weeks from Friday. You’ll need to be there at five at the
latest.”

“Two weeks. Damn... that’s so soon.” I pressed the gas
and adjusted my mirrors as my lust turned to worry. There was
no way I would have the picture of Erica done by then. Was |
really ready to show the world my girl? Bared and nude, open
for everyone to realize what an idiot I’d been?

“We said November. It starts Friday. I can look at moving
it if-”

“No. I’'m good. I was just trying to decide if I needed to do
something big, flashy, stunning for the event. I’'m not sure with
two weeks | really have time for what I was working up to in
the back of my mind.” I reached up and ran my fingers
through my hair as my heart contracted in my chest. It hurt to
be in Seattle and not have her beside me. It was almost a
travesty that my soul woke up to lament over.

“You’re going to need something magnificent to impress
these people. Where your portfolio is more than enough to
catch the eye of the commoner, I went with Erica’s suggestion
and set the event up for ten grand as the entrance fee.”

I swallowed hard. “What? Did anyone pay that? I’m not
even known.”

“Right, but your father is.” Jonathan cleared his throat.
“We have fifty people coming that night. Create something
breathtaking. You have it in you.”

“Breathtaking.” My mind immediately went back to the
portrait of my girl. “Erica.”

“Yes!” Jonathan laughed. “You have been thinking about
it. I had hoped I planted a seed in you that day. Put her on
canvas, Matthew. She’s impossibly beautiful. Show the world
what you see.”



“Okay. I’'ll talk to her, and if she agrees to it, I’'ll work
night and day to get it done.” Exhilaration rushed through me.
I could do this.

“Good. Get it done. We’ll talk soon. Let me know if you
need anything at all.”

“Yeah, thanks.” I dropped the call and let my thoughts
move all around the edges of what success felt like. My dream
was to have an art gallery of my own where people from all
over the world could come and appreciate the depths of
emotion I painted in my pictures. The only thing that would
have made it better was to have Erica’s work next to mine.

Even if nothing worked out between us, I would force a
friendship on her. She needed someone to encourage her to
push toward her dreams, even part-time. She could hold down
her job at my father’s firm and still continue to pursue her
heart. She had to. Without exploring her talent, she would
grow cold, unmoved, numb.

I put a call into Damon’s secretary, Linda. She picked up
on the second ring.

“McKenzie and Bryant, Damon Bryant’s office. How can I
help you?” Always so damn chipper.

“Hey, Linda. This 1s Matt, Damon’s brother.”
“Hi, Matt. Did you make it to Seattle?”

“Sure did. Hey, could you e-mail that list of apartments in
the art district that Erica sent over to you guys a few months
back? I know Damon probably kept it just in case I finally
made the trip up here and got serious about staying.”

“Oh, yeah. He totally kept it. I’1l find it and send it to your
phone for you. Are you looking today?”

“Yep. Just got here. I need something really spacious and
with lots of great light.”

“You got it. Give me about twenty minutes to look at the
listings and I’ll have something to you.”

I smiled. “Excellent. Thank you.”



“Anytime.”

We hung up and I turned to merge onto the freeway. I
plugged the phone into the hands free device and pressed
Erica’s cell phone number, half expecting it to go to voicemail.
This time I planned on leaving a message. She needed to know
I was in town and wanted to talk to her - about the painting if
nothing else.

“This is Erica.” Her voice sent tendrils of pleasure racing
through me, as if the woman were an aphrodisiac altogether.

“Erica. It’s Matt. I just got into town. I’m headed to look at
apartments, but I’d love to swing by the office and check in
with you a little later if that’d be okay.”

“Yeah, sure. I have meetings all day long, but feel free to
wait in my office if I’'m not around. Just check in with Joan,
my secretary, and if you’re waiting too long, she’ll hunt me
down.”

“All right. I’ll see you soon.”

She hung up without a response. I sighed and tried to not
get too down on myself. It wasn’t going to be easy walking
back into her life. She needed to know that I wasn’t running
again, and I had to be sure I could get over judging myself
unworthy of her before I promised that.

My phone pinged a few minutes later and Linda had the
listings for me, all of them looking great. Luckily enough, the
first one I came to captivated my heart.

Much like the woman I hoped to share it with eventually.

I

“Matt. Good to see you again.” Joan extended her hand as |
walked toward her.

“Pleasure 1s all mine.” I shook her hand and nodded to
Erica’s office. “Is she around?”

“She’s in a meeting, but have a seat in her office and I’ll let
her know that you’re here.” She smiled. “Would you like a



coffee or water?”
“No thanks. I’ll grab something myself if I get thirsty.”
“Of course. This 1s your father’s firm.”

“Yep.” 1 walked toward Erica’s office, and breathed in
deeply when I walked in, catching traces of her perfume.
Every cell in my body woke up. I breathed in again as if [ were
out of breath. Dropping down in the chair in front of her desk,
I imagined her sitting in front of me, her dark blond hair in a
loose bun, her lips cherry red.

What the fuck was I doing? Why did the boy in me show
up when commitment was at stake? I forced myself to stand
my ground with her when she came in.

I was sorry.

[ was beyond interested.

I was in love. Period.

“Yeah, thanks, Joan. I’ll just leave them in-"

I turned as an old guy walked in with a bouquet of white
roses and stopped at the door.

“I’'m so sorry,” he started, “I’ll come back in a little
while.”

“No.” I stood and walked toward him. “I’m Matthew, and
you are?”

“Kent’s son. Of course.” A warm smile lifted the guy’s
face. Why was he bringing Erica flowers? Old friend? Her

brother? He extended his hand. “I’m Mitch Roberson. The
new Director of Advisory Services.”

“Oh. Yes.” I shook his hand a little harder than was
necessary. Why was the old bastard bringing Erica a gift?
“Nice to meet you. My father’s told me so much about you.”

“You’re going to be joining us soon from what Erica tells
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me.

“Yes. My father finally pushed enough.” I forced a smile
and crossed my arms over my chest. “Those are nice. For



Erica?”

“Oh, yeah.” He moved around me and put the flowers on
her desk. “She had a shitty start to her week, so I thought
maybe I’d brighten it a little.”

“Nice.” Why in the world had I thought that time would
stand still, that fate would keep her tucked away for when I
was ready? It was a cosmic joke, and it was on me.

“Well, nice to meet you, Matt. I’ll see you Monday for
sure.” He nodded and walked out, leaving me feeling far more
inadequate than I should have. He was twice her age - at least.
There was no way in hell she was interested.

The sound of her laughter filled my ears. I got up and
walked to the door, pausing in the entrance to hear her and
Mitch talking. He was funny. Smart. Rich. Handsome. And
she was enjoying his company.

I turned and jogged to my seat, dropping down and
working hard to keep my stomach from turning. Everything
that happened from the moment I left her place last Monday to
now was deserved. However bad it got, whatever I lost... I
deserved every ounce of it for running.

“Matt. I hope I didn’t keep you waiting.” She walked
around me, giving me a split second to check her out from
behind. Her black dress was business professional, but left
miles of shapely leg on display.

“Not at all. T just got here.” I turned my attention to her,
taking her in and forcing myself to breathe. She’d only gotten
more beautiful, or maybe that was because I was close to
losing her. After having her chase me hard and fast for the last
two years, I was at a loss for how to react with her possibly
moving on.

Surely not.

“Great.” She smiled and sat down. “Did you find an
apartment? If not, I can get one of my staff to help you.”

One of her staft?



“Yeah. It’s all done.” I leaned back in my chair and studied
her. “You look amazing.”

“You’re being sweet. What do you want?” She pressed her
arms to the table and leaned toward me a little.

You. I want you. Forever.
“Well, for starters, I could use your help.”

“Sure. Whatever you need.” She sat back in her chair and
crossed her legs before fiddling with her hair. She was
nervous. Good. At least I wasn’t alone.

“Jonathan set up the private showing for two weeks from
Friday and he wants the piece I’'m working on of you to be the
main display.”

“Oh. Wow.” Her eyes widened but she didn’t look away.
“Okay. So what do we need to do? You have plenty of
pictures, right? There’s no need for me to-"

She didn’t want to get naked in front of me again. My
spirit wilted deep inside of me, stealing some of the color out
of my world, leaving me cold.

“No. No, of course not.” I lifted my hand and forced a tight
smile. How awkward we were. “I just wanted to see if you
would help me get everything set up and maybe mix paints for
me. It’s a big project and I literally have nothing.”

“I can probably do that.” She tilted her head to the side and
blinked a few times as if waking up. “Did you bring these?”

She reached out and plucked a white rose from the vase beside
her.

“No. Mitch did.” Of course Mitch did.
“When did you need my help?” She ignored me.

“Tonight if you’re free.” I was pushing my luck. I’d yet to
apologize. I was surprised she was even talking to me, but I
wanted the timing to be right, and it wasn’t, not yet at least.

“I can’t.” She ran her fingers through her hair and licked at
her lips. “Friday might work.”



“Okay, yeah. Friday would be great. I’ll work to get the
place set up with some furniture by then.”

“Great.” She stood and pressed her hands to the desk.
“Anything else?”

“Um, no.” | stood and my legs locked. “I’m starting on
Monday, if that’s okay.”

“Yep. We’ll have everything set up for you by then.” She
moved around me and walked to the door, reaching up and
sliding her hand down the frame. Everything about her turned
me on and broke my heart in tandem.

I walked toward her, realizing that I’d worn out my
welcome and it hadn’t been more than five minutes. “So we’ll
grab some fish tacos on Friday and then head to the art store.
That okay?”

“Sounds like a plan.” Not a date. A plan.

“I’d really like you to be at the private showing with me.
Damon, Bethany and my father are coming as well.” I stopped
a few feet in front of her and forced myself not to close the
gap between us. The welcome mat had been retracted.

“I’ll check my calendar, but that would be fun. I love your
family.” She glanced down and I caught the first glimpse of
SOTTOW.

“I need to apologize to you. I was-"

“No.” She lifted her hand, cutting me off. “We had a good
weekend together, and I want to leave it as that. If I bring
Monday morning into the conversation, it hurts like a bitch.
Leave it at Sunday night.”

I didn’t know what to say, so I nodded and moved past her
into the hall as my heart broke in my chest. I was a fool to
think there was room inside of her to forgive me.

She wasn’t going to, and I didn’t blame her.
The judge in my head had spoken.

I didn’t deserve it or her.

Denied.



CHAPTER 26
S



ERICA

S orrow threatened to suffocate me as I watched him walk
toward the elevator. A scream lodged in my chest, burning
me from the inside out.

My pride wouldn’t let me move, but my heart cried out to
run after him. To stop him, throw myself at him and beg him
to love me.

So weak. Pathetic. Needy. Everything my mom wasn’t.

I turned and forced one foot in front of the other until I
made it back to my desk. The large bouquet of flowers from
Mitch was almost too much, but the gesture was sweet, kind.
Poor Matt for having to see them. He had to be worried that
I’d moved on after our weekend together. As if. I wished I
could move on, but it wasn’t going to happen for a while. No
matter how perfect Mitch might be for me. I felt nothing more
than an odd curiosity toward him.

“Erica. Is everything okay?” Joan’s voice was soft, timid
even.

“Yes.” I sat down at my desk and looked up toward her as
my eyes filled with tears. “No. Can you shut the door for me?”

“Of course, dear. I’ll hold your calls until you tell me
you’re ready for them.” The sad look on her pretty face only
seemed to draw my tears forth faster.

“Thank you,” I murmured and pressed my hands to my
face as pain wrapped its ugly ropes of despair around me. I
waited until the click of my door let me know it was closed to



lose myself. We weren’t going to get past what happened. The
passion had been too much for him to handle. It scared him
and he ran from it. From me.

What kind of man did that? A boy. Not a man.

And yet I wanted to give him grace, to offer him another
chance. Everyone treated him like he’d yet to grow up and
maybe that was part of the reason he hadn’t. It was safe to be
who everyone wanted you to be. Hell, I was exactly who my
mother thought I should be when I was around her for more
than a few minutes. Matt wasn’t any different.

Hot tears raced down my cheeks as I stifled my sobs and
tried hard to rein in the anguish of knowing he was trying to
make amends. I’d denied him. I was both proud and disgusted
with myself. What had he expected? Me to jump in his strong
arms and let him kiss away the hurt?

Fuck. That sounded so good.

My stomach clenched as I pressed my hands tighter to my
face and cried harder, losing my breath somewhere in the
middle of the pain. I gasped for air and dropped my hands
from my face as I started to hyperventilate. I was terrified to
lose him, but without standing my ground and making him
come to me as the man he kept trapped inside of him, I was
validating his immaturity. I couldn’t do it.

“Even at the expense of losing him?”’ I sobbed again and
closed my eyes tightly, wishing the world would disappear.

Not even over losing him. I loved him far too much to
leave him believing that he could act any way he wanted and
not suffer the consequences. It was bullshit.

A knock at my door surprised me. Joan would never let
anyone bother me while I was upset. I’d yet to cry in front of
her, but I knew it from past spurts of anger or stress.

“Erica.” Mitch. Dammit to hell.

“I’'m fine.” I got up and walked to the door quickly for fear
that he would open it.



“Let me in.” His deep voice wrapped around me, offering
comfort and I reached for the knob, considering it seriously.
No. He would hold me and that act alone would confuse me
and bind us together. I barely knew him. No.

“I can’t. I’ll touch base with you tomorrow, okay?” I wiped
at my nose and sniffled, hating that he knew I was hurting. He
would use it to his advantage as someone interested in more
than a friendship. I couldn’t blame him, but I was weak. The

only defense I had was a good offense. Keep him at bay until I
healed.

“I can hear you crying.” His voice was a soft whisper, so
comforting. Like the devil at the door when you needed him
most. “Tell me what’s going on. How can I help?”

“I promise I’ll come find you tomorrow. I’'m just fighting
with my mother. It’s stupid and childish, but I’ll explain
tomorrow. Thank you for the flowers.” I locked my door and
walked back to my desk, missing out on what his response
was. | put my headphones on and closed my eyes, trying hard
to pull myself together. No one needed to save me. I wasn’t
lost nor was I hurt.

I was heartbroken. It wasn’t the first time, and it damn sure
wouldn’t be the last.

“Hi there. You looking for something specific?” A short girl
with a bobbed haircut bounced up beside me, a huge smile on
her face.

I pointed to the puppies in the glass case in front of me.
“Can I see the little brown one?”

“You bet. He’s a mix between a Schnauzer and a Yorkshire
Terrier. Super playful and loves to chew on things.” She
laughed and left me standing there as she went behind a closed
door.

I’d been wanting a pet for as long as I could remember, but
it never seemed like a wise investment. Wise could take a hike



now. I needed someone or something to love on and be loved
by. Not trivial, conditional love like most of the men in my
life, outside of my father, had given me. Unconditional love.
Joy. Happiness.

She walked back out and I laughed as my heart swelled in
my chest.

Yes. That feeling. Exactly.

“Here you go. This little guy is six weeks old. Still a
baby.” She handed him to me and I cuddled him against my
chest.

“Six weeks old? You’re so cute, little guy.” He licked my
nose and I laughed. “I love him already.”

“Then you should get him. He’s a thousand, but he’s well
worth it. Has all his shots and stuff.”

I let out a sigh as he snuggled up against me and started to
chew on the top button of my dress. “I want him so bad, but
I’m just not convinced that I’d be a good pet owner.”

“Then do this,” she reached out and took him from me,
“take a few pictures, go home and put them on your fridge. I’ll
put a five-day hold on him and if you can’t live without him in
five days, come back and get him.”

“I like that idea.” I reached out and ran my fingers over his
head. He barked and wiggled in her arms, trying to get down,
or back to me. I wasn’t sure which. “Okay. I’ll try what you
said, and if I can’t live without him, you’ll see me in here on
Sunday.”

“Perfect. Take some pictures.” She put him down on the
ground and I pulled out my phone, laughing as I followed after
him. He got into just about everything he encountered, but I
loved it. I’d be back on Sunday, without a doubt. Or maybe
sooner. I wanted to bring Matt by to meet him, even though it
was stupid. Matt and I were done before we started, but the
part of me that begged for reconciliation said that Matt would
be raising the little guy with me.

I wasn’t sure how to feel about any of it, so I ignored it,
took my pictures and headed over to Lanie’s to pick her up.



She had something to do on Thursday night during our usual
girl night, so we were getting together that night, which was
perfect.

No way in hell I wanted to be alone.

I

“Wow. You look like hell.” Lanie opened the door to her
apartment and stepped out into the hallway. “You really did
have a rough day.”

“I told you I did.” I wrapped my arms around my chest,
wishing | had gone home and freshened up a little before
dinner instead of going to the pet store. What was I thinking? I
was horrible with pets, kids and other people. Too much
responsibility made me want to hide under my bed.

“I’m sorry, boo.” She wrapped her arm around my
shoulders. “I’m thinking tacos and margaritas tonight. How
does that sound?”

“Delicious. I wanted to go to a movie, but I have to be in
early in the morning. There’s no way I’m going to make it on
five hours of sleep. So just dinner tonight?”

“I’m down with anything you want to do.” Lanie smiled at
me. “Tell me about your crappy day.”

“You tell me about your date last Friday. You haven’t filled
me in yet. You said it was terrible with a capital T and left it at
that. [ wanted details.”

She pinched her nose and widened her eyes fully, using a
nasally voice and looking insanely creepy. “He was a lot like
this, and he drooled a little when he chewed his food. I'm
pretty sure he was from another planet.”

I snorted and walked out into the chilly fall night. “The
Mexican place you’re talking about is just down the block,
right?”

“Yeah.” She pulled her hand from her face. “He was
horrible. We barely made it through dinner, and I lost my



appetite when he took his second bite of dinner. Never again.
I’m done dating. Period.”

I laughed and slipped my arm into hers. “No. You’re too
great of a catch. We just need to find the right guy. A good

guy.”

“This coming from the woman that told me the guy she
was after was a good guy.” She pulled me closer as we half
stumbled down the broken sidewalk in our heels.

“He was. He 1s.” I shrugged. “He’s just scared, Lanie. We
all are in some way, right?”’

“Hell yeah. I'm terrified.” She shivered and giggled. “So
does that mean you’re going to give him another shot?”

“I’m not sure yet. [ want to, but my pride isn’t letting me.”
I shrugged and released her as I approached the door.

“Then tell your pride to take a hike. I’d give him another
chance if it’s just fear.”

“Right, but what if he runs every time we get close?” I
walked in behind her and breathed in deep, letting the greasy
smell of chips and cheese offer me comfort. “Then what? I just
grow old and heartbroken over a man who’s never going to
commit?”

She told the hostess that there were two of us and glanced
over her shoulder. “How many chances have you given him,
Erica? One? Two? Ten?”

“This would be the first.” I got her point before she made
it, but it wasn’t that easy. He used me. Made love to me and
gave me more hope for love than I’d had in a long time. And
then he left... without a word.

“Then give him another shot.” She followed the hostess to
our table and sat down, giving me a look. “Is he going to have
that showing soon? I seriously want to go with you guys. I
have this weird feeling that ’'m going to meet my man there.”

“What? Really?” I laughed and picked up the menu.

She pushed it back down. “I’m being for real. Don’t forget
to take me.”



“It’s two weeks from Friday. I’ll find out how many tickets
he can get, and if nothing else, you can have mine.”

“Good. That’s real love right there.”

“Or something like it,” [ mumbled and turned my attention
back to the menu. The last thing I wanted to do was stand
beside Matt while he revealed a painting of me completely
nude to the elite in Seattle, including Kent and Damon. Maybe
it was a bad idea to let him sketch me in the first place.

Too late now.



CHAPTER 27
S



MATT

T he weather was a little bit more biting in Seattle than

Texas, but it was good for me. I pushed myself hard,
forcing my jog into more of a run as I moved down the harbor
with the other joggers. Erica was constantly on my mind,
driving me mad with the need to have reconciliation. My
family thought so much of her, and I was right behind them,
but she wasn’t having anything from me. My indecision to call
left me not even friend-zoned, but put into the category of a
new employee that she’d never seen a day in her life.

“Tonight,” I mumbled and turned to head downtown.
Traffic was crazy, but it would keep me alert and aware of my
surroundings and not let me dive too far into the hamster-
wheel conversation in my head. Should have called. Told her
you loved her. Asked her to be yours. Should have called. Told
her you- “Fuck!”

I jerked back as a car honked and skidded to a stop beside
my thigh. A second later and the guy would have hit me. I
glanced up to see the sign across the street telling me to stop.
Lifting my hands, I apologized as he got out of the car.
Sickness swelled in my stomach.

“I’'m sorry.” I continued as if I didn’t know him.

“Matt? Jeez, man. You gotta watch where you’re going. I
almost hit you.” Mitch moved around the front of his sleek
black Lexus and reached out to grip my shoulder. “You okay?”

“Yeah. I thought coming downtown to jog would help me
keep my focus.” I snorted and glanced around. What were the



freaking odds that I’d almost be hit by the man after my girl?
My luck all the way. “That didn’t work as planned.”

He laughed, but I could tell he was shaken. “It’s a good
idea, but maybe do it at night or earlier in the morning when
it’s not rush hour traffic.”

Someone honked behind us and Mitch turned to offer the
other driver some choice words as I worked to catch my
breath. My heart was thundering in my chest. He drives a
Lexus. Wears a suit like a boss. Has his shit together
completely.

“All right, well, sorry about that.” I pulled from him and
nodded as he glanced back, his cheeks flush.

“You too, and be careful. See you Monday, son.” He
turned and walked back to his car.

I waited for the walk symbol to come up and jogged across
the street. Son? Was he so much older than me that he needed
to call me son? Did he call Erica child? Make her call him
daddy? I growled in disgust as my thoughts continued to dive
in the dumpster.

She was coming with me to dinner and the art store
tonight. It was my time to try and win back a small piece of
her. Surely her feelings were still intact seeing that she’d been
after me for two years and I hadn’t even looked her way.

Or maybe that was the fun part. Maybe she was all about
the chase.

I jogged across the street and almost got hit again. “Shit.”

Time to head back to the harbor and jog where the other
joggers were. In a car-free zone.

I

I got back home around ten and stripped before getting into the
shower. My phone rang about the time I moved under the
warm spray and let out a long groan.



“Really?” I opened the curtain and reached out for the
phone. Erica. Well worth the trouble. “Hey. You’re not
canceling tonight, so don’t even try.”

“No. I was just worried. Mitch told me he almost ran you
over this morning.” The tension in her voice caused my heart
to swell. She was hurt and angry, but no way was she over me.
Not even close. I just had to play my cards right and she would
be mine.

“It’s no big deal. I wasn’t paying attention. Too much on
my mind.” I ran my hand through my partially wet hair and
wished like hell that she was in the shower with me. We’d get
clean just to get dirty again.

“What’s that in the background? Is it raining where you
are?”

I chuckled. “Yeah. I’'m in the shower.”

“Oh.” The pause between us was comfortable, though I
hoped that she was envisioning being in here with me.

“I’ll be up there in a little while. I’'m not going to be able
to mope around this apartment all day. Get off early and let’s
go see the city together.”

“I have a million things to do today. Let’s meet up at seven
or eight tonight.”

“No way. Delegate. I’'m coming up around one or two.”
“Matt. That’s in two to three hours. There’s no way I can-"

“Make it happen. I want to see you. I don’t deserve to, but
I’m not taking no for an answer. All right?” I felt something
swell inside of me that wanted to force her to behave. The
good old Bryant aggression.

“Yeah. I’'ll be ready,” she whispered roughly as if someone
had sucked the air from the room around her.

“Good. See you in a bit.” I hung up and moved back under
the showerhead, closing my eyes and enjoying the warmth of
the water. My body ached for me to take care of myself, but
the hope that I’d have her trapped beneath me by the end of



the night forced me to deny myself. I wanted every ounce of
pent up lust and energy to go into her.

I finished up and got out, changed clothes and made a pot
of coffee before sitting down and starting to work on my
sketch. My phone buzzed, and I picked it up, hoping it was
Erica again. Damon.

“What’s up, bro?” I answered and tilted my head to press
the phone to my shoulder so I could continue to work on my
sketch. I’d have it done by the time I headed up to the office.
After that, it just needed to be blown up and transferred to the
large canvas for painting.

“I heard you almost got hit while jogging this morning.”
He sounded exasperated.

“This Mitch guy sure is a talkative little bitch.” T snorted
and brushed my thumb down the front of Erica’s chest,
smearing the charcoal a little.

“Are you all right, and what the hell do you have against
Mitch? Have you even met him?”

“Yeah. I'm fine, and I met the old coot on Wednesday
when [ went up to the office to tell Erica I was in town. He
brought her a large vase thing full of flowers. Seems like he’s
got his eye on a much younger woman. Mine.”

“Oh shit. Seriously?” Damon chuckled.

“It’s not funny. He’s the kind of man she deserves.” I sat
back and held in a sigh.

“How do you know the type of man she deserves? You’re
being a presumptuous cock, by the way.”

“Thanks. That’s almost a compliment coming from you.” I
got up and wiped my hands down the front of my shirt.

“Fix this shit with Erica or I'm going to fix it for you.
There’s only room for one asshole in the family, and I’'m the
older brother. I get first dibs.”

I smiled. “This is true. I’'m working on it. It’s not as easy
as you think.”



“Oh, I'm well aware. You and Kendal have been all over
me to fix my problems with Beth, but it’s a little more
complicated than a ‘sorry’, right?”

Kendal was Damon’s best friend from college, and just
happened to be the accounting professor that Bethany was
working for. It was a hot, complicated mess.

“Yeah, it’s much more complex than that.” I got up and
glanced at the clock. “Wish me luck. I’'m headed up to the
office to get her. She agreed to fish tacos and a trip to the art
store.”

He groaned. “You guys are so damn weird.”
“Or maybe we’re normal and you’re weird.”
“Whatever. Good luck. Keep me in the loop.”

“Not a chance.” I hung up and slipped the phone into my
back pocket before putting on a pair of tennis shoes, grabbing
my wallet and keys and heading out.

Seattle was beautiful, the utopia I needed it to be. It
wouldn’t take too long before I’d close down the lease on my
place in Dallas and move to the Northwest for good. It was far
too complementary to my personality to deny it.

I got in the Audi and drove toward downtown as a million
thoughts moved across my mind. Maybe half the struggle with
Erica was more like a struggle with myself. I wanted to be
loving and fun, but the minute the bedroom door closed, I
could feel this aggressive beast rise up inside of me. It was so
far away from how I saw myself that I struggled with it all the
damn time.

If I could figure out a way to accept that I was complex...
not one dimensional, then maybe things would work out.
Maybe.

I pulled up to the side of the building and lifted my hips to
get my phone out, but paused. Erica jogged toward the car as
the wind blew hard. How long had she been standing by the
door, waiting for me? It warmed my heart and re-instilled the
hope in my chest.



She hadn’t given up... not yet. Her blond hair whipped
around and she let out a soft yelp as she got in the car,
slammed the door and turned to face me.

“Jeez. The wind is crazy.” Her blue eyes were filled with
more questions than I could begin to answer.

I reached over and gripped the side of her face, pulling her
close and kissing her softly several times. Some part of me
expected her to pull back, but she didn’t. I enjoyed a few more
kisses, licking at her lips to taste as I growled low in my chest.

“I don’t like Mitch bringing you flowers.” I kissed her
again and moved back to my seat.

“Then tell him that.” She buckled up and pressed her hand
to her chest. “And keep your lips to yourself until I decide if
[’m over you.”

“You’re not.” I pulled out into traffic. “But I’ll let you
come to that conclusion yourself.”

She snorted, the sound too damn cute. “You almost get hit
by a car and now you’re going to be ballsy?”

“I should have been ballsy from the beginning.” I licked
my lips, wanting to taste her again. “It’s the struggle inside of
me that I’m fighting, Erica. It’s got little to do with you or us.”

“There 1sn’t an ‘us’, Matt. You left without a word and I’'m
not sure I’'m willing to let that happen again. How many more
times will you leave because of your internal struggle?”

“You need to go change at your place?” I reached over and
took her hand into mine, not willing to back off for even a
second.

“Yeah.” She let out a soft sigh and glanced toward the
window beside her, as if giving up on fighting me.

“I’m not leaving again, okay? Let’s just have fun today and
you accept my apology. I woke up to a note from you that
sounded like something you’d leave the pool boy who works
for you.” I shrugged as she turned her gaze back toward me.
“You deserve better than me. Far better. I’'m just trying to
work through that.”



“Are you interested in me? In us?” The neediness in her
voice scored me.

“Yes, baby. Very.” I brought her hand to my mouth and
kissed her several times. “I’'m sorry for my fear, for my
ignorance. Let’s rebuild our friendship and push when we’re
ready to push, okay?”

“Okay,” she whispered and reached up to brush tears off
her cheeks.

She was crying? Shit. My need to run flared up, but I
swallowed it back down and continued to kiss her hand until
we pulled up to her apartment.

“I’ll be right back.” She reached for the door, pulling her
hand from mine.

“Want me to come with you?” I released her.

“No. Just wait here.” She got out and I watched her until |
could no longer see her. My cock was rock hard, my heart
racing, my palms sweaty, but the dominant part of my spirit
was in complete control.

[ wasn’t giving up on ‘us’ anytime soon, if ever.



CHAPTER 28
S



ERICA

“D ammit,” I muttered as I walked into the darkness of my

apartment. I’d promised myself I wouldn’t let him
sweep me off my feet, and he hadn’t yet, but it was a matter of
time. “Yeah, minutes.”

If he wasn’t everything I’d dreamt he could be over the last
few years it would be different, but he was. Just because he
had tucked tail and run the weekend before didn’t mean he
wasn’t still that man underneath the fear.

I pulled my dress over my head and changed into a pair of
jeans, a nice blouse and black flats. A quick brush through my
hair and touch up on my lipstick and I was jogging back
downstairs. Annoyance at the fluttering of my heart rose up
sharply in my chest. How could I so quickly forgive him?

Because he was earnestly sorry. He wasn’t a dick, he was
lost but searching, just like I was.

He watched me like a hawk as I walked toward the car. It’s
the way I’d wanted him to look at me since meeting me.

What about Mitch?

“What about Mitch?” I snorted and reached for the car
door. The older man in my office and I had hit it off really
well. If Matt wasn’t in the picture, I’d not have thought twice
about taking Mitch up on his offer for another dinner, and
another, and another. I glanced over at Matt as he smiled.

“You look good. Really good.” He ran his hand up my
thigh and squeezed softly.



“Just friends right now.” I pulled his hand from my leg.
“Remember? Until I feel like I can trust you with my heart.”

“All right.” He pulled the car out of the parking lot and
headed toward town. “But don’t let that old bastard at the
office take my place. He could be your father. He called me
son this morning.”

I laughed loudly and clamped my hand over my mouth.
“Did he really?”

“He did.” Matt gave me a funny look. “He’s lucky I didn’t
refer to him as pops just to give him a taste of his own
medicine.”

“He’s a great guy, Matt.”

“Yeah, and one that wants to get in your panties. Fucking
dirty old man!”

“And you blame him?” I lifted my eyebrow, flirting a little.

“What? Hell no. He’s smart. Who wouldn’t want to spend
time with a beautiful woman like you? I’m just pissed about
it.” He gripped the wheel a little tighter, causing his arm
muscles to flex.

“I see that.” I reached out and ran my hand over his
forearm. “There’s nothing going on between us. I’m still trying
to figure out how I feel about us.”

“We’re just friends, remember?”” He clamped his hand over
mine and leaned forward, licking at my fingers.

I stifled a groan and pulled my hand from him. “Stop it.”

“Not a chance in hell. I messed up. I gotta make it up to
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you.

“You sure do.” I snuggled back in my seat, letting the
sadness inside of me dissipate for the time being. We might
not become anything, but it was nice to be around him again
regardless. “Hey. I wanted to go by sometime soon and pick
up this little puppy I found at the pet store.”

“Oh yeah?” His voice lightened. “I love dogs. What is
he?”



“A mix between a schnauzer and a Yorkshire terrier. He
gets to maybe fifteen pounds. I really want someone to greet
me at the door when I get home.”

“Why not get a butler? A female butler?” He glanced my
way and smirked. “At least they can feed themselves and they
know how to crap in the toilet.”

I chuckled. “They’re also capable of giving me attitude,
moving things around in my apartment and being moody just
because. Dogs are loving no matter what.”

“This is true. You wanna go by now and we’ll just skip the
rest of the evening and go back to your place?”” His voice had
a hint of hopefulness in it.

“That sounds good, but I’'m starving and I know you have
your first showing coming up. Let’s go to the art supply store,
grab tacos on the way back to your place and get everything
set up. If there’s still time to get the dog tonight, we can go up
there later.”

“Perfect. The showing is two weeks from today, which
means [ gotta get that painting on the canvas and work hard
and fast to get it ready.”

“Did you finish the sketch?” I turned my head a little to
study him. His jaw flexed as if he were nervous with me
looking at him. My insides turned to mush as I watched him. It
was sickening to know that I was going to give him another
chance. A chance that he could use to possibly hurt me, but I
was. I had to.

He glanced over at me. “Yeah. It’s beautiful, but nothing
like the real life inspiration for the piece.”

“Flattery will get you nowhere, sir.” I turned back to the
front as he pulled into the parking lot of the art store.

“No? Damn. I’ll have to try something else then.” He
parked the car and got out, moving to the front as I got out and
joined him.

“You got a lot of tools in that arsenal of yours?”



“Yep. Flattery failed, so we’re moving to humor and casual
touches that look innocent, but they’re simply not.”

I laughed and reached for the door. “You can show your
game plan to the other team.”

He pressed his hand to my lower back, the tops of his
fingers pressing into my ass. ““You’re not the other team, Erica.
You’re my team.”

I swallowed hard and walked into the store. “I love this
place.”

“Me too. It’s like automatic hard-on for the artist.” He
wagged his eyebrows and moved to get a cart. “Help me get
all the supplies I need.” He pulled a piece of paper from his
back pocket and handed it to me. ““You want to mark things off
or get the stuff?”

“Mark things off.” I put my purse in the buggy and
bumped his hip. “I’ll push too.”

“A woman who can multitask. Hot.” He moved ahead of
me, giving me a great view of his cute little ass in his jeans.
The broadness of his shoulders and thick muscle along the top
of his back had my thoughts diving into the shallow end of the
pool.

We were two consenting adults. Sure, he’d hurt me by not
calling, but I’d hurt him with my note that morning too. Why
hadn’t I thought more about leaving him something so
impersonal to wake up to?

Because he chose to sleep on the couch instead of the bed
with you. Why?

“You lost in thought?” His breath was warm on the back of
my neck.

I stiffened. “I guess so. I didn’t even see you move behind
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me.

“It’s a lovely view back here.” He ran his nose down the
back of my hair, breathing in deeply, and sending chill bumps
racing across my skin.



“What’s next on the list?” I whispered roughly as my
nipples budded.

“Paint.” He moved away and turned down the paint aisle.
“I know we’re not really back to where we were, but I’'m
going back to Dallas next weekend. I’d love for you to come
with me. Bethany and Damon are planning their wedding, and
Bethany mentioned a few times how well you did on my
father’s wedding with the decorations. You think you might
be-”

“Of course I'll help.” I pulled out my phone and flipped to
my calendar. “I need to be in Dallas next Saturday anyway for
a meeting with your father and your brother.”

“Excellent.” He stopped in front of the paints and bounced
on his toes. His energy was contagious, and I found myself
feeling lighter, happy. “You still doing yoga with Lanie on
Sunday nights?”

“Yeah. Why?” I smiled as I leaned against the cart. No way
was he wanting to come to my yoga class. He almost died the
last time we were there. I lamented over not getting to see him
suffer for the days that followed.

“I want to come with you.” He handed me a few tubes of
paint and knelt down to grab several others.

“You almost died last time.” I took the paints and dropped
them in the cart. “Matt, you don’t have to fit yourself into my
life to get my attention.”

He stood, dropped a few more tubes of paint into the cart
and reached for me. His hands felt so fucking good on my
shoulders as he squeezed softly and moved down my arm. The
determination in his eyes left me wanting to pant, but I held
myself together by a string. There was no way [ was going to
play the fool again. I’d just have to tread as carefully as |
could around him.

“I wanna fit myself in every part of your life,” his eyes
moved around my face, “your work, your fun, your sexy little
body too. I fucked up. I know that, and I’'m not promising that
I won’t fuck up again, but I’'m completely into you.”



I had no clue what to say, so I kept quiet and nodded,
feeling like a stronger personality had finally started to emerge
in the man I loved. He leaned down and brushed his lips by
mine as his fingers brushed down the side of my neck slowly.

“Friends don’t kiss,” I murmured against his mouth. “And
how do you already have me captivated again? I hate you.”

“I know you do, but plan on changing that.” He kissed me
again, and moved back, his voice changing. “All right. Let’s
grab a large roll of canvas and the supplies to build a platform
and get outta here. I’'m starving and I have a beautiful naked
woman to paint. Life couldn’t be better.”

I rolled my eyes and exhaled through my nose as I
followed him around the rest of the store. He was going to win
the battle with me. No questions asked.

s

“All right. What do you think?” He stepped back and lifted his
hands toward the blank canvas we’d spent the last hour
building in his place.

“I love 1t. It’s perfect.” 1 walked around the five-foot
structure and put my hands on my hips. “You sure it’s not too
big for what you’re doing though? I’m not sure anyone wants
to see a life-sized picture of a naked woman.”

He scoffed. “Are you serious right now? Everyone wants
to see a life-sized picture of a beautiful, hot, sexy naked
woman.”

“Wait. You're still talking about sketching me, right?” I
smiled and walked to the kitchen to clean up from our quick
dinner.

He followed me and stopped at the doorway. ““You like this
place?”

I glanced up and wadded the papers from our tacos in my
hands. “Yeah. I really do. It’s open and there’s probably a ton
of light during the daytime. Am I right?”



“Yeah.” He turned around in a circle, closing his eyes and
breathing in deeply before pinning me with a hungry stare.
“There’s only one thing missing.”

“What’s that?” I tossed the trash and picked up his keys. |
wasn’t spending the night. There was no way I was ready for
that again. It seemed to be the one thing that had him running
for the hills. He and I needed to talk about the why behind his
reaction a few weekends back before I opened my body, and
subsequently my heart up to him again.

“You.” He smiled. “It’s missing you, and your little dog
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too.

His witch voice caused a chuckle to bubble up inside of
me. | handed him the keys and pressed my hand to his strong
chest. “Well, I don’t have the dog yet, so it’s just me.”

“That’s what I said.” He reached up to touch my face.
“You sure you don’t want to stay the night with me?”

“I can’t.” I glanced down and pressed my forehead to his
chest. “The last time I did, you ran away. I’'m not sure that
wasn’t something to do with me.”

He pressed his fingers softly under my chin and forced me
to look up. The love in his eyes forced me to recognize that
my future belonged to him if he wanted any part of it.

“I understand completely. I’ll make it up to you, Erica. I
just wanted to become the man you deserved before I stepped
into your life fully. Someone like Mitch.”

“Mitch?” T shook my head and pulled back, grabbed my
purse and walked to the door. “Come on. I’'m tired.”

“You know what I meant.” He moved in behind me and
closed the door as we walked into the hallway.

“No, I don’t. I’ve been trying to get your attention for two
years. I’'m a big girl. If I’'m good with you not having all your
shit together before we start dating, then that’s my decision.”

“And are you good with 1t?”

“I was.” I wrapped my arms around myself and walked
toward the parking lot.



“And now?” He slipped his strong arm over my shoulders,
pulling me against his side and making it hard to walk.

“I’m not so sure.”



CHAPTER 29
()



MATT

T aking her home the night before was like stabbing myself
in the chest. It was my fault that she wasn’t staying, and
not that I blamed her one bit, but it didn’t deaden the pain of
watching her walk into her apartment alone. She didn’t even
look back. I spent Saturday working on the portrait just to
keep myself from slipping into depression or eating everything
in the house, which wasn’t much. I was grateful for Sunday
showing up fast. It gave me a chance to at least see her.

“And today is a new day.” I mumbled in my car as I sat in
the parking lot of the yoga place. I pulled down the mirror
above my head and lifted my eyebrow playfully before
smiling. I could do this. I could win her back, and I would.

“You coming?” A knock at my window caused me to
stiffen.

Lanie. Erica’s best friend.

I got out and smiled. “I am. Did she tell you that I was up
for an afternoon of torture and couldn’t imagine letting anyone
else share it with me besides you?”

She laughed and ran her fingers through her hair. She was
pretty, petite. Too small in my opinion, but it was irrelevant.
She wasn’t Erica.

“You’re too much. Just try really hard this time not to fall
over and topple all of us over with you.” She giggled and I
smiled.



“Really? I did that on purpose. You just gotta bring that
up?” I was a little surprised that she wasn’t pissy with me after
everything that happened with Erica, but maybe they weren’t
as close as [ was giving them credit for.

“Yeah right.” She opened the door and moved in as I
paused and glanced back toward the parking lot.

“Is Erica not coming?” Worry swirled in the pit of my
stomach. Surely she would have called.

“She’s already here. Her car is in the shop.” Lanie stopped
by the front desk and picked up two towels, tossing one
toward me.

I reached up and snagged it out of the air. “What’s the
matter with her car?”

Erica walked around the corner and stopped. “I got rear-
ended yesterday. I’'m good, but the car... not so much.”

Her tank top and tight yoga pants left very little to the
imagination, and even though I’d spent all day the day before
staring at a mostly-naked picture of her, the real thing was
always so much better.

I closed the distance between us and reached out, grabbing
the side of her neck softly and rubbing my thumb over her soft
skin.

“You sure you’re okay? Why didn’t you call me?”’ I let my
eyes move around her face, memorizing everything about her
that I hadn’t picked up before.

She smirked. “Why would I call you? You have a
superman cape hidden somewhere in that big apartment of
yours?”

“I might.” I took a shaky breath. “Damn, you’re gorgeous.
How do you walk around without having a million guys trying
to get your attention?”

“Who says they aren’t?” She reached up and pulled my
hand from her as Lanie walked by chuckling.

“This way, guys. We’re going to be late, and you know
what that means...”



I lifted my eyebrow and watched my girl. “What does that
mean? Something tells me it’s nothing good.”

She wagged her eyebrows. “I dare you to be late and find

29

out.

“Not only no, but hell no.” I moved past her, grabbing her
hand and pulling her with me. “She makes an example out of
the late people, doesn’t she?”

“Oh, it’s way more fun than that.” Lanie glanced over her
shoulder and giggled again.

“Lanie. You dating anyone?”” I couldn’t help but ask.
Erica glanced over at me. “Why do you care?”

“I have friends, thank you.” I squeezed her hand and
released her.

Lanie stopped just inside the door and whispered, “No, but
if you have a brother, I’d be interested in meeting him.”

Erica and I both laughed loudly only to be reprimanded by
the older woman bending in half at the front of the room.

“Silence, please. Come in quickly, quietly and get into
downward dog. Find your center, your peace, yourself.” She
stood up and put her hands on her hips and watched us.

I barked softly under my breath and got the reaction I was
after. Both girls beside me laughed. The old woman up front
didn’t seem to think I was too funny, nor charming.

“I’'m just going to get back here.” I moved behind Erica
and got into position, focusing on the sexy curve of her ass and
legs and trying like hell to ignore the burn that ran up the back
of my legs. I was sure to make a fool out of myself, but if it
scored me points with the woman that captivated every part of
me... it was worth it.

“Today we’re going to work on an advanced move called
the handstand scorpion. Let me show you how it looks and just
know that we’ll start working on it together. Do not be
intimidated by it. Okay?” The instructor glanced around the
room as Erica glanced back, her beautiful face contorted into
complete terror.



“Uh oh. This can’t be good.” I turned my attention back to
the instructor and tilted my head to the side as she went into a
handstand and then contorted herself. “Oh no. Hell no.”

Erica turned to face me, put her hands over her mouth and
laughed softly until her face turned red.

I moved up and wrapped her in a hug, kissing the top of
her head. “If I do this... you spend the night with me tonight.”

“What?” She glanced up. “No way. That’s not fair.”

“Yeah, it is. Someone has to help put the stint along my
spine when I break it. That should be you for making me come
here.” I kissed her forehead and moved back.

“I didn’t make you come here. You came because-"

The instructor’s voice was sharp, and scared both of us. “Is
there something you guys would like to discuss with the
class?”

“Um, no, but thanks for the opportunity. It’s all you.” I
lifted my hands and gave the woman a sweet smile. She didn’t
seem to necessarily like sweet.

“Well then, why don’t you come on up and we’ll use you
as the example today seeing that your pliable and fully willing
to participate.”

“Me?” My voice rose three octaves and Erica and Lanie
chuckled. “No. I'm good.”

“No, really. Come on up.” She motioned for me, not giving
in. [ was stuck.

“All right, yeah, sure.” I walked past her and growled at
Erica. “You’re mine tonight for this shit.”

Her response was lost to the blood thundering past my ears
as my heart raced. I was in for a world of hurt. I deserved a lot
for fucking things up with Erica, but this seemed a little much.
Or a lot.



“Are you sure you’re okay, Matt?”” Lanie stood beside my car,
her arm wrapped around Erica’s narrow shoulders.

“Yeah. I’'m good.” I rolled my eyes and shook my head.
“Last time I try to impress a woman by turning myself into a
human pretzel. I’'m way too big to do that kind of stuff.”

“I think you did great.” Erica shrugged, a smile playing on
the side of her mouth.

“Lies. All lies.” I glanced around the parking lot. “Is your
rental car here?”

“No. I got an Uber. You want to give me a ride home?”
She turned and hugged Lanie as I nodded my response. Of
course I wanted to take her home. I wanted to spend the night
with her, which she was more than aware of.

“You guys be careful and have fun, okay?” Lanie glanced
over at me.

“Absolutely, and I’'ll be on the lookout for a guy you might
be interested in.” I wagged my eyebrows. I didn’t know
anyone, but I’d meet people. I always did.

“Awesome. Make sure he’s hot, rich as hell and has a
huge-”

“Okay. That’s good.” Erica walked around to the other side
of the car as I laughed. Lanie might be small, but she was
ballsy as hell.

“Age matter?” I stood to my full height, getting ready to
get in the car.

“Nope. Well, not like fifty or anything. I’'m good with
forties at the max and probably twenty-nine at the other end?”
She put her hands on her hips. “Are you messing with me?”

“Nope. I’'m a great matchmaker. See you later, Lanie.”
“You too, Matt.”

I got in and glanced over at Erica, who was watching me
closely. “What?”

“You’re just setting her up to fail. You don’t even know
anyone.” She buckled and shook her head, causing some of



her blond hair to loosen from her ponytail.

“I’ll find someone for her. You have to be focused on
looking or you miss things, you know.” I started the car and
backed up.

“No, I don’t know. Explain.” I loved that she wanted to
challenge me. I’d spank her eventually for that shit when our
relationship got better.

“All right, so take for instance when you got your car.
What do you have?”

“A grey Mercedes. You know this.”

“Right, but before you got it, you barely noticed anyone
driving around in a Mercedes, right?”

“I guess.”

“And afterward?”

She smiled and nodded. “Everyone had one. I remember
thinking I was an idiot for getting the same car as everyone
else in Seattle. Or I wondered if they had a big ass sale on
them.”

“Exactly. It’s about focus. If we’re looking for love, we’re
going to find it. Same goes with looking for love for our
friends.”

“Our friends?” She smiled. “Are you considering Lanie
one of our friends?”

“Yeah. Of course. She’s your best friend.” I reached over
and gripped the top of her hand, ignoring the way she
stiffened. “What’s yours is mine, and what’s mine is mine.
You’ll get it down soon.”

She jerked her hand from me and popped me in the chest.
“Ass.”

“I love ass.” I licked my lips and pointed to the pet store
up ahead. “This the one where your little fur-ball is hiding
out?”

“Yes.” She tugged at her seatbelt and sat up straight in her
seat. She was beyond cute in her excitement. “You think he’s



still there?”

“I’'m sure he 1s. Let’s go check.” I pulled into the parking
lot and chuckled under my breath as her breathing changed.
She was excited, and I loved it.

I

“He’s so squirmy,” Erica complained as we walked to her
condo. She held the puppy against her chest and I toted the
massive amounts of stuff that neither of us knew went along
with having a dog. “But cute. Yes, you are.”

“Whatcha got there, Erica?” a raspy voice called out, the
owner a plump woman with wiry hair and a cane.

“It’s a new puppy, Ms. Gander. Do you have any animals?”
Erica moved toward the woman and I paused by the door,
holding my patience as I clutched everything in my arms.

“Nope, but I’d love to have one that looks like that feller

over there.” She pointed her cane toward me, and I glanced
back.

Erica laughed. ““You want an animal that looks like Matt?”

“Heavens to Betsy, yes. Tall, strong and fine as a fig tree.”
She wagged her unibrow at me. Creeped out wouldn’t begin to
describe how I felt. I stifled a full body shiver.

“Can you get the door, Erica? I’ll just put this stuff inside
while you and Ms. Gander Mountain are talking.” I whispered
the last half, but Erica must have heard, because she swatted
me before opening the door and threatening me to be nice.

I walked in and set the stuff down on the table. The place
smelled of wvanilla and sugar. Erica must have baked
something. I made my way into the kitchen and found a plate
of chocolate chip cookies wrapped in foil.

“Now I just need some milk.” I got in the fridge and got
out the gallon, grabbed two glasses and moved to the living
room.



She walked in and closed the door behind her, still
chuckling to herself. “She likes you. Like, really likes you.”

“Creepy. Come over here and get a cookie before I eat
them all.” T unwrapped the package, dipped a cookie in milk
and ate the whole thing in a bite or two.

“You know cookies aren’t exactly what you’re supposed to
eat after working out.”

“Says who?” I settled back on the couch and watched her
closely.

I could so play house with this woman until it became a
way of life.

“They say.” She sat down and lifted the puppy up in front
of her. “What are we going to call you?”

“Ask ‘they’. Seems like they know everything.” I smirked
as she gave me a look over her shoulder. “How about Buster?”

“Or Cocoa?”
“Or Sam?”
“How about Zek?”

“Hmmm... I like that. Zek it 1s.” I reached up and ran my
hand down her back, rubbing it softly as she pressed against
my touch. “You know I’m staying the night, right?”

“Says who?” she scoffed and set the dog down before
turning to face me.

“Why they of course, and they are never wrong.”

It was effective enough. The conversation ended and the
night began.



CHAPTER 30
S



ERICA

“Y ou want a salad?” I leaned into the living room an hour

later to find Matt cuddled up on the couch with Zek.
How I had gone from not being sure that I was going to let
him back into my life to agreeing (non-verbally) to let him
stay the night was a mystery to me.

“I’d love one. You want my help?” He glanced up and
smiled.

He so belonged right there on my couch, in the middle of
my living room. Much like he belonged in the center of my
world. Scary enough, if I wasn’t careful, that world would
quickly come to rotate around him. That was never a good
place to be, especially not with a ‘runner’ on my hands.

“No. You stay there. I'll get it.” I worked to chop up a few
things and made both of us big chef salads before setting the
table and calling him over.

He moved up behind me and ran his hands over my
shoulders and down my arms. “You still haven’t accepted my

apology.”

“I’'m trying to work through all of that.” I stifled a moan as
he leaned down and pressed his mouth to the side of my neck,
kissing me so sensually it hurt. His soft lips moved to hover
just beside my ear.

“Tell me if there 1s anything I can do to help you get there
faster. I’ll apply pressure to any part of what you’re struggling
with if you need me to.” He kissed my ear and I shivered.



“I’'m good, but thank you.” I moved out of his hold and sat
down, ignoring the deep pulsing pleasure building between my
thighs. The man could take me from cold to blistering hot in a
matter of minutes. It was almost disturbing.

“Anything for you.” He moved around me and sat down,
reaching for his fork. “So I think I’ll keep my place in Dallas
until just after Christmas and then I’'m going to take two weeks
to go over to Saudi Arabia with Sophie and then I’ll move up
here for good.”

“Sophie?” I tried to keep the angst out of my voice, but he
could sense it. I could tell by the way he glanced up.

“She’s my best friend since I was a kid. Mean as a fucking
snake when we were little, but she got better. Sort of.” He
snorted and shoveled a big bite of salad into his mouth.

“Why 1is she going to Saudi Arabia? Work?” I wasn’t
comfortable with the idea of Matt having a female best friend,
but it really wasn’t my place to say anything. Where we might
be headed back toward having a relationship, we didn’t have
one yet. Not really.

“Yeah. She’s a reporter for NBC.” He gave me a cocky
smile.

“What was that smile for?” I picked up my fork and
glanced down at my plate, pushing the salad around a little.

“You’re jealous.” He laughed.

I glanced up. “No, I’'m not. You and I are barely friends.
Why would I care that you’re spending two weeks with a
woman who’s pretty enough to be on the news channel in a
foreign country?”

“Oh, wow.” He took another bite of his salad and got up,
putting Zek in his cage. He moved toward me and reached
down to pull me out of the chair. “Tell me you’re jealous.”

“No. I’'m not.” I stiffened in his hold.

He gripped one of my hands and pulled it down, cupping
his erection. “It turns me on to think you are. Just pretend for
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me.



“Matt,” I mumbled and brushed my thumb over the head
of his cock. “Don’t. I’'m not ready for this.”

“Of course you’re ready for this.” He leaned down and
kissed me. Hard.

I opened up, turning my head and sucking on his tongue
the minute he pressed it into my mouth. Why was I giving
myself over to him again? He would just end up hurting me.

“Stop thinking,” he mumbled against my mouth and
gripped my hips, lifting me. “Legs around my waist. Now.”

I wrapped myself around him and breathed in deeply,
wanting so much more than I should have. “I’m jealous.”

“I know you are.” He kissed me a few more times as his
strong fingers dug into my ass, massaging it. “I love it.”

“Should I be?” I rolled my hips, working myself against
him like the starving slut he forced me into becoming.

“Not at all. There’s only one woman I’ve wanted for the
last two years.” He moved up toward the bedroom, never once
loosening his grip on me.

“Please tell me it’s not this Sophie chick.” I pressed my
breasts to his chest, loving how incredibly strong he was. No
one could make me feel small, petite, feminine like he could.

“No, baby. It’s you. You knew that though.” He gripped
my hips and forced me to slide down the front of his body.
“Accept my apology. I’'m not running again.”

“Lies,” I whispered and pulled my shirt over my head. A
scream left me as he tackled me to the bed, his mouth hot and
wet against the top of my breasts, his hands tearing at my
pants to get them off.

“I’11 just have to prove it to you, Erica.”

“Just fuck me, please. No more talking.” I cupped his face
in my hands and leaned down to kiss him as he threw my yoga
pants across the room and snapped the front of my panties,
popping the sides and laying waste to them. “I loved those.”



“I’ll get you more.” He moved up to lick at my throat.
“Take your bra off.”

“Do it yourself,” I challenged him. The docile, fun-loving
guy who’d captivated me from day one was nothing like the
man above me.

He glanced up and smiled before moving back and forcing
me to turn on my stomach. I yelped as he popped my ass hard.

“So bossy. Someone needs to teach you a few lessons.” He
unhooked my bra before sliding his hands down my back, over
the steep curve of my hips and squeezing my flesh. “So
fucking hot, baby.”

I pressed my hands to the bed above me and lifted my ass
in the air, teasing him. “Hard to believe you wanted to walk
out on this.”

“I’m a fucking idiot.” He gripped my legs and moved to
his knees before pressing his mouth against me. I wasn’t at all
expecting it.

“Matt,” I gasped and tried to pull from him, but his hold
was tight. Almost too tight.

“Relax and let me taste you.” His voice was deep, gravely,
delicious.

Whether it was right or wrong, I didn’t care. I needed the
carnality of the moment. We could figure out the damage of
our night together tomorrow. I needed tonight, and by the way
he worked his tongue against me, he needed it too.

I pressed my face to the bed and cried out as pleasure
raced through my center, stealing my breath. “So good.”

“Yeah, you are.” He flicked his tongue over my clit before
sucking it in his mouth. The painful press of his fingers
gripping my ass was more than enough to throw me clear over
the edge of ecstasy. “I can taste you. You’re getting close.”

“Harder,” I mumbled and closed my eyes, diving into what
he must look like kneeling behind me, his arms wrapped
around my legs, his hands clamped down on my flesh as he
worshiped me with his mouth.



My orgasm slammed into me full force, and I arched my
back and cried out before pressing back on him and rocking
my hips hard.

“That’s it.” He rolled his thumb around the entrance of my
body, dipping it in as I continued to cry out over and over.
“Come for me again.”

“No. I need a-”

“You need to listen.” He pressed his finger into my body,
jack-hammering it as [ writhed with pleasure. “Come again.”

I worked myself against him until the world exploded. All
the air in my lungs rushed between my lips and left me
stunned, overwhelmed. Matt wouldn’t relent until I begged
him to.

He moved back and I rolled over and pulled my knees
toward my chest.

“Fuck,” I whimpered and rolled onto my side.

He didn’t say a word as he got a condom, pulled his jeans
off and rolled it onto his thick shaft. His t-shirt was thrown
into the pile of clothes near the bedroom door and he moved to
the edge of the bed.

“My turn.” He bent his knees and reached out, grabbing
my leg as I lay on my side and pulling me toward the edge of
the bed. “Have I told you how much you mean to me? Was
that part of my apology?”

He pressed into me and paused as I reached up and
grabbed his neck, bringing him down so I could make love to
his mouth.

“No. You haven’t told me.” I whimpered against his mouth
as he crawled up on the bed and pressed his body against
mine, forcing me to stay trapped on my side, my knees up, the
position perfect for the deep fuck we were headed toward.

“You’re all I think about, Erica. No one else captivates me
like you do.” He kissed me once more and extended his arms
as he sunk down into me.



I groaned loudly and bit my lip as he rolled his hips,
massaging my body with his. “I love it.”

“Good. It’s all yours.” His eyes darkened a little as he held
my stare. “l love how well you take me inside your sweet,
tight body.”

I moaned again and reached up to run my fingers over his
shoulders. “I want to face you.”

“Turn on your back.” He pulled out and moved just
enough for me to shift on my back. “I want it deep tonight.”

I mumbled my agreement and bent my legs around him,
pulling them up to where the top of my thighs rested on my
breasts.

“Such a good girl.” He glanced down and slid back inside
of me. His dark blue stormy eyes returned to my face. “My
girl.”

I wanted to call myself his girl, but I couldn’t. Instead, |
gripped his arms and moaned over and over. He let loose,
rocking the entire bed with his deep thrusts. The excitement of
being trapped below him while he opened up the more alpha
side of his personality was exhilarating.

“All mine.” He forced my legs down and pressed his chest
to mine, locking me in a tight hug as he pressed forward and
tapped against my g-spot.

“Oh, God, Matt. Please don’t stop.” I dug my fingers into
his back as the pressure inside me built higher and higher.

“Breathe, baby.”

I sucked in air and screamed his name as electricity rolled
from my center, snatching away any reserve | might have been
holding back from him. I twitched and jerked my hips to ride
the wave of pleasure he provided, never wanting it to stop.

He brushed my hair back and continued his strong, deep
thrusts, not giving me a chance to change our pace or rhythm.
It was all him.

“I love it,” I mumbled against his throat. “So much.”



“Me too, Erica.” He licked at my ear and bucked faster.
“Hold tight and let me know if I hurt you.”

“Yes,” I whispered and tucked my face against the crook of
his neck as he enjoyed himself for the next half hour. His
muscles tightened as he lifted up and worked me for a minute
more.

“Oh, shit. I’'m gonna come.” He glanced down at me,
cupping the back of my head with one hand and holding
himself up with the other. “Watch me.”

“I am. I wanna see.” I let my eyes run down the length of
our wet bodies before forcing myself to capture the expression
on his face as he cried out.

Beautiful. Intense. Beyond sensual.

“Fuck, you feel so damn good. I could do this all night.”
He rocked his hips forward before crashing down onto me.

I wrapped him in a tight hug and kissed him a few times as
we lay there panting together.

“All night, hm?”

“Yeah. Give me five minutes and then you’re up.” He
licked at my mouth. “I like reverse cowgirl, unless you’re
shy?”

I smirked. “Not hardly, and I don’t even need five
minutes.”

We took turns bringing each other pleasure half the night,
but when it was over, I wasn’t sure | wanted him to stay. He
had my body, but I was still trying to hold on to a piece of my
heart.

“You want me to stay or go?” He brushed my hair back as
he pressed me to the bed.

A million thoughts brushed by my mind. I desperately
wanted him to stay, but if I woke up and he was gone again...
I would be destroyed. Maybe it was prudent to save myself the
pain.



“You can go. Just check on the puppy and lock up on your
way out. I have work in a few hours.” I kissed him and
brushed his hair back.

Sadness moved across his handsome face. “You sure?”’

“Yeah. I enjoyed tonight, but I really do want to take it
slow, Matt.”

He smirked. “Slow. All right.”

I rolled onto my side as my heart ached. Sex was a good
first step, right?

If so, why did it feel so shitty to watch him walk out?



CHAPTER 31
S



MATT

| understood why she wanted me to leave, but that didn’t

make the pain any less. I got home around four that morning
and dropped down on the new couch I'd splurged on. Pleasure
still pumped through my veins, and would for hours to come
because of her.

She was by far the finest, most put-together woman I’d
ever known. And thanks to that, the worry over me falling
short cropped up. I set my alarm and forced it away before
slipping into a deep sleep that had me almost ignoring the
incessant buzzing around me.

“What?” 1 jerked up, covered in sweat. Fear raced across
my mind. “Just a dream.”

I got up and lifted my hands toward the ceiling, stretching
and trying to still my beating heart before walking toward the
shower. I had to be in the office at nine for my first day as part
of the advertising think-tank at M&B. Whatever the hell that
meant.

A groan left me as I flipped on the light to the bathroom
and started the shower. Everything hurt. Fucking yoga. Not
only had I contorted myself into a knot during the class, but I
kept up the antics at Erica’s place, trying to impress her with
my skills in the bedroom.

“Sure as hell hope it worked.” I pulled off my clothes and
got into the shower, letting the serenity around me close out
the nagging truth. I was walking on a tight-wire with the
woman of my dreams, and if I messed up again, the guy right



down the hall at work was more than ready to sweep in and
steal her away.

“Hell, he might have already started to.” I forced myself to
see Mitch as a friend of my father’s rather than competition.
He might be interested, but he was way too old for a woman
like Erica. Right?

“Hi, Matthew.” Joan, Erica’s secretary, stood up and gave me a
motherly smile.

“Morning, Joan. I might be a little early.” I brushed my
hand down my button down shirt and tried hard not to act like
the monkey I felt like in my new suit. How anyone could stand
to wear something so insanely constrictive and expect to be
creative was beyond me. I had a few things to learn, to say the
least.

“No, you’re good. Let me take you down to your office.
It’s got three other people in it, but you’ll see the set up. Your
team works close together, so it’s worked out well for them.”
She turned and walked down the hall as I followed.

I glanced back toward Erica’s darkened office. “Erica not
in yet?”

“Yeah, she’s here. She gets in around six most days. She’s
in a meeting with Mitch this morning. She’ll come down and
walk you through everything shortly, I’'m sure.”

“Sounds good.” Meeting with Mitch? Why did that bother
me so damn much?

“Here we go, sir.” She opened the door and moved back.
“Matt, this 1s Lewis, Mandy and Sarah.”

I walked in and extended my hand to the dark-skinned guy
with dreads. “Hey, ’'m Matt. Nice to meet you, man.”

“Pleasure 1s all mine.” His accent was cool, but the fact
that he was wearing slacks and an unbuttoned Hawaiian shirt



was way cooler. I’d have to hit Erica up to get me on his dress
code.

“Matt. 'm Mandy. I’'m the lead designer for our team.
Nice to meet you.” She extended her hand and smiled. She
was cute, but a little overweight. The way she wouldn’t hold
my eye contact told me that something bothered her. Probably
that. I couldn’t help but hope that I could help, if she’d let me.

It was just my childish desire to make everyone like me
roaring to life.

“And you must be Sarah.” I shook the last girl’s hand,
smiling warmly at her as she beamed.

“You’re Damon’s brother?” Sarah released my hand and
bit her bottom lip. “You guys look nothing alike. I mean,
you’re really good looking too, but so different.”

Mandy laughed. “Sarah. Really?”

“Oh, sorry.” She pressed her fingers to her lips. “I forget
that I work in an office with rules and stuff.”

I chuckled. “Where did you work before?”

She ran her hand over her dark hair and let out a soft sigh.
“National Geographic. I loved it there, but they closed my
division, and Mandy was a good friend from high school.
So... a position opened here for design and I decided that it
was time to grow up and get a real paycheck. Or a steady one
at least.”

“I totally know that feeling.” I nodded and glanced over
toward Joan. “Thanks for showing me down here. Will you let
Erica know that I got here early? I’'m trying to make a good
impression on the new boss.”

Joan laughed. “Of course 1 will. You guys treat Matt like
one of your own. He’s a great guy.”

Warmth spread over my cheeks and chest. “I’m not sure
about that, but I’'m glad to see my ruse is working.”

The group laughed as Lewis pointed to an empty desk.
“That one is yours, man. Feel free to get settled and then I’ll



walk you down to the supply room and give you the grand
tour, unless you’ve already gotten it.”

“Nope. I’ve tried really hard to stay away from office
buildings over the last four years.” I walked toward the desk
and pulled out the chair, fighting back the feeling that I was
disappointing free-spirited people all over the universe by
putting on a tie and handing my life over to ‘the man’.

“I hear that.” Lewis dropped down in his chair and smiled
as I glanced over my shoulder. “But... your father has done a
great job of creating a little haven here for us. We live by a
different set of rules than most of the rest of the company. Just
follow those, and you’ll be good to go.”

“And those rules are?” I turned as someone moved into the
doorway.

Erica. Looking like sin in her cream-colored skirt, blue
heels and light blue top. Her hair was halfway up and her lips
were dark red. My balls tightened in anticipation of stripping
her down and licking her dry.

“To dream big.” She walked in and stood in the middle of
the room, giving her full attention to me. “To speak up and to
dress comfortably, while still maintaining a professional
appearance.”

“So, no togas?”’ I smirked and pushed my chair in.

2

“Only on Fridays.
laughed.

Mandy leaned around FErica and

“You have a minute?” My girl was ruling the room, and
everything about the power dripping off of her left me hard
and achy.

Professional. Stay professional.

“Absolutely.” I walked to the door as she moved out into
the hall. I paused and glanced back toward Lewis. “I’1l get that
tour when I get back if you’re still up for it.”

“Absolutely, man. Take your time.”

I walked out into the hall and almost plowed into Erica. I
reached out and grabbed the back of her shoulders, not quite



sure why she’d stopped.

“Hey.” I pressed myself to her back and ran my hands
down her arm.

“Sorry. I almost lost a thought from a meeting I had earlier.
I need to write it down.” And like that, she was jogging down
the hall toward her office.

I laughed under my breath and followed her into her
spacious corner office. “It’s nice in here. Who you gotta sleep
with to get one of these big beauties?”

She glanced up from scribbling something down on a post-
it note. “Ha. Ha.”

“What? This is great.” I walked to the tall floor to ceiling
windows that took up half the wall space and let my eyes
move along the city. “It’s peaceful in here.”

“It’s built for people who spend God awful amounts of
hours in their offices.” She walked toward the door and closed
it.

I spun on my heel to face her. “You locking that?”
“What?” Her cheeks colored pink. “No. Behave.”

“Not a chance.” I moved toward her, meeting her in the
middle of the room and sliding my hands over her perfect hips.
“Why is it such a fucking turn on to see you running the
show?”

“Because you like strong women?” She pulled my hands
from her waist.

“No. I like you.” I moved up behind her as she stopped
beside her desk and reached for a folder and a pen. “You look
really good in this skirt. What color are your panties?”

“Matt!” She jerked around to find me standing right in
front of her.

“What?” I touched the side of her face. “I really wanted to
wake up next to you this morning. I have this great recipe for
sticky buns that I was going to try out, but no... had to kick
me out.”



“You know why I did that.” She cupped her hand over
mine. “Rule number one. No touching me at work. I don’t
need everyone talking. It’s hard enough to keep control of
these people. They’ll think I got my job because of you and
that will be the end of it.”

“No they won’t.” I leaned down and kissed her, almost
surprised that she didnt pull back. Maybe she hadn’t really
wanted me to go the night before. If only I had pushed a little,
and not just with my hips.

“Let’s fill out your paperwork and then Lewis can show
you around the building.” She kissed my palm and pushed at
my chest. “Back up. You’re making me wet.”

I growled at the thought. “Yeah, cause that’s going to help
me want to behave.”

“Your problem, not mine.” She walked to the small table in
the center of the room and sat down. “Come here and start
filling this stuff out.”

“I hate this shit.”

“Everyone does. Grow up and come here.”
“And what do I get if [ do.”

She smirked. “A job.”

“I want more than that.”

“A friend who lets you paint her naked?” She lifted an
eyebrow.

“How about a girlfriend who lets me stay overnight and
not leave the minute the passion is over.”

“Is the passion between two lovers really ever over?”
Now she was playing with me.

“Touché.” I sat down and reached for the pen. “When do
we get to move from lovers to being in love?”

“When you convince me that you don’t have one foot out
the door.” She leaned back in her chair and crossed her arms
over her chest, causing her breasts to lift a little.



I licked my lips and forced myself to stay focused.

A knock on the door sounded, and she huffed and got up,
walking slowly toward it.

“I like that skirt on you. I’d like it better on the floor, but
beggars can’t be choosers.”

“Hush.” She gave me a stern look that had my heart
fluttering in my chest before opening the door.

“Hey. I meant to tell you that I had two tickets to the art
show over at Dantana for Friday night. I have to help my
daughter with something, so if you and Lanie want to go.”
Mitch. How the fuck did Mitch know about Lanie? Were him
and Erica close enough that she’d brought up her best friend?”

“Yeah. That’s awesome. Thank you.” Her voice was soft,
friendly, but not flirty. His on the other hand.

“Absolutely.” He poked his head in the door as Erica took
a step back. “Hey, Matt. Good to see you’re still alive and
kicking.”

“Thanks.” I chuckled. “I think?”

“Welcome. Let me know if you need anything.” He turned
back to Erica. “I’ll be out for the rest of the day, but you have
my cell. Call if you need anything too, okay?”

“Yeah, sure.” She smiled and closed the door, turning to
face me. It was my turn to hand out a stern look.

“I don’t like him.”
“I don’t like Sophie.”
“You don’t know her,” I protested.

“And I don’t want to.” She walked toward me and sat
down. “Fill out the paperwork.”

“Come with me to Saudi Arabia. You’ll love her.”

“No way. How uncomfortable would that be?” She rolled
her eyes.

“Not at all. It’s in January. By then you and I will be
engaged, so the way I see it... you’re stuck, buttercup.”



“Where is this boost of confidence coming from?”

“I made love to the most beautiful woman in the world last
night. It’s hard not to be high on life.”

“Oh, you did, did you? Do I know her?”
“No, but you’d like her.” I wagged my eyebrows.
“Not this again...”



CHAPTER 32
S



ERICA

I t had been one hell of a week trying to work through some

of the things on my long-list of to-dos at work, help Matt
with the painting, and avoid both him and Mitch on the
relationship front. I had no doubt that Matt and I would end up
together, but I wanted to be more cautious about it after
knowing how insecure he was.

The man in the bedroom was a little bit different from the
one that had everyone laughing at the office and swooning in
the boardroom, but not much. When he wasn’t paying
attention to how people reacted, he was simply himself, and
more like his father and Damon than he probably realized.

I sat in my office on Friday morning and flipped through
my personal journal. I had so many decisions to make, but I
wanted to ensure that they were grounded in truth. The truth
was that I loved Matt, and had for two years. The truth was
that he left my heart soaring, my body on fire and my mind
spinning.

And the truth was simply that I was scared. We were so
close to becoming something great, and I half-expected him to
pack up and run back to Dallas sooner rather than later, but he
hadn’t yet.

“Speaking of Dallas.” I dropped my journal in a drawer
and pulled up my calendar on my computer. Joan already had
the details for the flights the next morning and a car to pick us
up from the airport and shuttle us over to the office.
Everything was set.



Everything but one thing.

How were we supposed to act? Kent and Damon knew that
I had feelings for Matt. Were we going as business associates
or had Matthew finally fessed up to having feelings for me
t00?

I pressed the button on my phone and called down to the
design room. Lewis answered, sounding chipper as per usual.

“Hey, boss. What can we do you for?”
I smiled. “Matt’s not working today, right?”

“He will be, but because of all the hours he put in this
week already, Mandy told him just to come back in next week.
He’s in Dallas for some of the week, right?”’

“Yeah, that’s right. I just forgot.” I hung up and called his
cell. It went to voicemail. I wasn’t surprised seeing that it was
only eleven. “Hey. It’s Erica. I’m just checking to see if you’re
still interested in going to the art gallery with me tonight, or if
you have other plans. Give me a-” [ beep resounded in my ear.
He was calling me back.

“Hey. Were you leaving a message?” His voice was
gravely and filled with sleep. He sounded impossibly cute.

I lamented over not being there to wake him up myself.
“Yeah. I just wanted to see if you were still planning on going
with me to Dantana.”

“The art gallery?” He let out a loud yawn.

I pulled the phone from my ear and smiled. “Yeah. That’s
the one.”

“Absolutely. We can check it out and then grab something
to eat.”

“Okay. Am I picking you up or-"

“No. I’ll come by the apartment and get you around six.
That work?”

“Yeah. And then tomorrow morning, we’re going to
Dallas. I’ll pick you up for that trip.”



“Okay.” There was an odd pause.
“Something wrong? Are you wanting to drive yourself?”
“No. No, that’s not it.”

“Then what?” I stood up, feeling less sure about myself by
the second. It would seem he wasn’t the only one that needed
to get over insecurities and grow up.

“It’s just that my father and Damon don’t know about us.”

“Really?” I couldn’t hide the surprise in my voice. “I'm
pretty sure your brother does.”

“Yeah, but my father doesn’t, not fully. I know him and
Damon are hoping that we’ll get together, but I need to tell
him before we just surprise him by showing up as a couple.”

“We’re not a couple. At least not yet.” I pressed my hand
to my hip, not sure why I was so offended by the conversation,
but I was.

“You know what I mean, Erica.”

“Not really, but you can explain tonight. I’'ll see you
around six. Someone just knocked on my door. Enjoy your day
off.” I let him squeeze in a parting word before hanging up the
phone.

It was going to be a long weekend, and one that was sure
to honestly define how I felt about taking the next step with
him. If he hadn’t told Kent how he felt about me, how serious
was he? They were close... like my father and I used to be.

If he were still alive, there wasn’t much he wouldn’t know
about Matt.

The fact that Kent was in the dark with Matt and I
becoming more than friends spoke volumes... or maybe it
didn’t. I wasn’t sure.

“Hey, pretty girl.” He turned toward me as I opened the door
and got into the car.



“Hey. The traffic bad on the way over here?” I buckled up
and stiffened a little as he leaned over and pulled me into a
warm kiss. It only took a second of being pressed against him
to loosen me up. How lame were my standards?

“Not bad at all. I’d drive anywhere to get to you though.”
He wagged his eyebrows before moving back into his seat.
“So tell me about this gallery. [ haven’t heard much about it.”

“It’s locally owned, like a lot of the galleries around here.
The artist actually lives in Paris, but his sister runs the gallery
here for him. His pieces are abstract, complex, hard to
decipher.”

“Hmmm... sounds like my kind of guy.”

“Very true.” I clasped my hands in my lap and sunk back
against my seat. “I’m so glad this week is over.”

“I bet.” He reached over and wrapped his hand around
mine. “I’m looking forward to the weekend.”

“Me too. It’1l be nice to get out of here for a while.”
“Who’s watching Zek?”
“Lanie said she would do it.”

“That’s great, and are you planning on staying at my place
tomorrow night or you want me to get us a hotel?”

“I think it might be best if you stay at your place and I get
my own hotel. I’'m on a business trip, and even though Kent is
your father, I don’t want him thinking less of me.” I shrugged.
“I mean, maybe it’s a good thing that he doesn’t know that
we’re working through our feelings together. It’s not very
professional of me to-"

“You’re upset.” He pulled his hand back into his lap. “I
knew it. I knew the minute you hung up on me earlier that you
were upset about me not mentioning us to my father.”

“No, it’s fine.” I glanced over at him as the tightness in my
chest got worse. “I get it. Honestly.”

“It’s not fine, but I don’t want to drag my family in the
middle of this until you and I settle on whether we’re together



or we’re not. My dad already thinks I’m a flake. This will only
make it worse. You mean a lot to him at the company and he’s
on edge that I’m going to mess that up.”

“And who’s making that call?” I moved my arms up to
wrap them around my chest, as if I could protect myself from
the oncoming fight.

“We both are, Erica.” He pulled onto the freeway. “Let’s
just have fun tonight. Can we? I know you’re tired of thinking
about everything that happened. Let’s forget about it for one
night and just enjoy each other’s company. I love being with
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you.

“Yeah, okay. You’re right.” I let out a long exhale through
my nose and reached up to turn on the radio. We could have
fun together and not think about the consequences, but he
would be ten shades of pissed when the night ended with a
quick hug at my door and him headed home to jerk off alone. I
wasn’t making another move until I understood where we
stood together. My heart couldn’t handle it.

“Cool.” He let out a sigh and turned toward the art district.
“You’re gonna love how the portrait of you turned out. I'm a
little tense about sharing it with anyone besides you.”

“Oh yeah? Why?” I glanced over toward him as sadness
filled my chest. We weren’t going to move past our
immaturities and ever become anything solid with the way we
were headed. He wanted to pretend that we were together until
it got too real, too uncomfortable, and then he would back off,
leaving me standing there, holding the empty bag that I
believed to be our future.

“Because, baby... You’re insanely hot. That picture is
going to give every man in the room a woody.” He snorted.
“I’m just not sure [ want all that competition.”

I let the conversation die, because the way my mood was
souring, he wouldn’t have wanted to hear my response to it.

“This it right here?”” He pointed to the art gallery ahead of
us.



“Yeah. That’s it. The woman who runs it 1s a little odd, but
you’ll appreciate why. She lives alone with ten cats and a
million abstract paintings.” I smiled and unbuckled as he
parked the car.

“Hey.” He turned and reached out, grabbing my hand.
“You okay? I feel a shift in our evening. I just want to make
sure that you know that I plan on talking to my father about
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us.

There was no ‘us’, but I was getting blue in the face from
saying it.

“I’'m good.” I reached for the door and got out, feeling for
the first time since meeting Matt that maybe we weren’t
evenly matched. He was brilliant and funny, and fucked like a
wild man, but there was more to life than a few chuckles and a
hot romp in the sheets. Where would he be when I needed him
most?

How would he present me to other people? Like my father,
who would flaunt me around as the best thing since sliced
bread, or like my mother, someone to be brought in the
limelight when it best served her or silenced when it didn’t?

I was sure a couple of weeks ago, but now... not so much.

“You staying the night with me?” Matt touched my lower
back as we walked to the door.

“No. I need to wash clothes and pack tonight. Maybe when
we get back.” I reached for the door and walked in, not giving
him a chance to respond.

As much as | wanted to forget the fear of loss, I just
couldn’t. There were no guarantees in life, but I needed more
than he’d given so far. Maybe then I could step back into the
unknown with him and really give ‘us’ a try.



CHAPTER 33
()



MATT

S he was pulling back - big time. Where I was the one trying

with all my might to prove myself to her, the more I
pushed, the farther she seemed to pull back. She was fine with
sex, but talking about the relationship? No.

I brushed my fingers by my lips as I pulled up to the
private hanger. She was supposed to pick me up that morning,
but I was running a little behind and didn’t want to put her in a
frenzy because of it.

I needed a new tactic. Damon would know what to do.

After parking, I grabbed my bag and walked to the plane
as anticipation danced in my stomach. No matter what
happened between us, I was pretty sure she would forever
have an impact on me. There hadn’t been a time over the last
two years of her working for my father at M&B that seeing her
hadn’t left me tingling, excited, scared.

I walked up the stairs and nodded at the flight attendant
before turning my attention on Erica. Her hair was in a loose
bun and her dress was business-like, but a little more casual
than what she wore in the office. Long legs that went on for
days and cream-colored heels that looked good on her. I could
almost imagine her in nothing but her garter and the heels, laid
across a bed, moaning for me.

“Morning.” 1 smiled and moved to sit down beside her.
“You sleep good?”

“Yeah.” She turned to face me, her expression peaceful.
“Really good.”



“Awesome.” | leaned over and kissed her cheek. “About
last night-”

“No. I need to apologize. I don’t care if Kent knows about
us dating or not. It’s probably best that he doesn’t.”

“Wait. We’re dating now?” I snorted and reached over to
squeeze her knee.

“Sounds better than fucking, right?”” Her smile brightened
up the inside of the plane.

“I actually like the sound of us fucking.”

She chuckled and shook her head. “I don’t know what we
are, but I’m tired of thinking about it.”

“All right, then I’ll just keep working to steal your heart
and your panties and you just relax and try to forgive me.
Deal?”

“Yeah. Maybe.” She smiled and turned her attention to the
flight attendant. “Do you have coffee made?”

“Sure do. And for you, Mr. Bryant?”

“Mr. Bryant is my father, but yes, I’ll take a cup too.” I
leaned back and let my eyes run along her legs as she looked
out the window. “You look incredible today. So far beyond
beautiful it hurts.”

“You’re just being sweet.” She turned back to face me, her
blue eyes filled with far too many questions.

One decision to leave and not call and I was back to square
one. Why? Something in her past? I had to know.

“I am a sweet guy. You’ve tasted me. You should know.”
Just talking about it had me getting hard. She blushed. The
softer side of her. I sighed internally like a love-sick fool. “Tell
me about your love life in the past. Any one name repeated
over and over 1n your little pink diary?”

“It’s black, and you mean someone besides you?”

Score. At least | was in there.



“Why am I not surprised that it’s black?”” I laughed as she
did too.

“I haven’t dated many guys.” She shrugged and fiddled
with her dress. “And I haven’t been with anyone seriously
since college.”

“Me either. The college part. | rarely date guys.” I winked
and reached out to take her hand as the flight attendant told us
to hold off on the coffee as the flight was taking off.

“I was with my childhood sweetheart from sixth grade,
when I started dating, to my senior year in college. Ten years.”
She turned her head to look back out the window. “Ten long,
good years.”

Bingo.

“And what happened?” I pulled her hand to my mouth and
kissed her fingers. My body was tight with anxiety over this
shit swirling between us and the fact that she hadn’t stayed
with me the night before, but I understood it. She was
protecting herself. I could respect that, though the alpha inside
of me still wanted to tear down all her walls and prove myself
worthy.

“I don’t know, honestly. One day he came in and said he
didn’t feel it anymore, which was funny, because I hadn’t felt
it for years.” She shrugged. “After making the commitment to
be with someone forever, you would expect it to last a lot
longer than ten years. Guess I misunderstood what forever
meant.”

“Or you were with the wrong man.” I reached over and
touched the side of her face, wanting to apologize again, but
knowing it was futile. She’d have to learn to trust me through
my actions, not my words.

bl

“Maybe so,” she mumbled, her eyes moving around my
face as if searching for something.

I moved over toward her and slid my hand deep into her
hair, tightening my grip just a little as I leaned down and
kissed her a few times. I brushed my nose by hers and
breathed in deeply.



“I missed you last night, but I know why you didn’t come
home with me.” I kissed her again. “I’ll prove myself to you,
Erica. I promise.”

She touched the side of my face, drawing me down for
another kiss. She was battling herself on whether to reject me,
or keep me forever. The real forever. I could sense indecision
all over her.

“I like that you’re willing to try.” She kissed me again,
pressing her tongue against my lips as if knocking on the door.
I opened up and groaned a little as her tongue slid by mine. So
delicious and sweet. It wasn’t going to take much and I’d have
her in the back of the plane, worshiping her beautiful body and
trying to heal her soul in any way she would let me.

The flight attendant cleared his throat. “Um... coffee?”

We jerked back and laughed. Maybe the worship could
start later that night if I played my cards right.

My brother would be a great resource for how to play the
game altogether. Maybe.

“Are you sure you’re okay with me staying here?” Erica
glanced over toward my father as he nodded.

“Yes. Karen and I had Martha make up a bed for you and
everything. It’s just overnight, and you know you’re always
welcome in my home, Erica.” My dad moved forward and
pulled Erica into a hug before glancing over at me. “How are
you? Behaving?”

“Never.” I wagged my eyebrows and moved up to hug
him. The smell blasting out of the kitchen left me feeling like
home would always be my dad’s house, no matter how old I
got. “Where’s Damon? Bethany?”

“They’re out back. Let’s get your luggage stowed away
and you can join them.” Karen moved to pick up my bag. My
stepmother was petite like Bethany. I chuckled and picked up
the bag.



“No way are you toting our stuff. Just lead the way, and I’1l
put it up.” I took Erica’s bag from her as my father wrapped an
arm around her shoulders.

“Red or white wine,” he asked her while leading her into
the kitchen.

“Both?” She laughed and the sound filled me with warmth.
Why the hell was I running in the opposite direction of her for
the last two years? Right. Fear of being consumed by her. Too
late. She was all the fuck I thought about, and it didn’t seem
like that would be changing anytime soon.

“How are you?” Karen glanced over her shoulder. “I mean,
like really? You moving up to Seattle is a big step. I’'m proud
of you.”

I smiled. “I’'m good. Just trying to work through things
with Erica, and settling in, but I’'m really good.”

“I’'m glad to hear that.” She opened a door and moved
back to let me go in.

“Thanks. I'm doing much better in the office setting than I
would have thought. I hate being in a tiny box and only having
a computer to look at, but my team has been awesome.
They’re a bunch of artists too, so we have some good
conversation, and the design projects are honestly pretty cool.
I could see myself surviving there for at least another month.”

She chuckled and pulled me into a hug as I turned around.
“Just a warning... your brother and Bethany are in wedding
mode, so every conversation they have has something to do
with the wedding.”

“Did we set a date yet?” I squeezed her and moved back as
she turned to walk out into the hallway.

“Yes, but I'll let them fill you in on all of it.”” She lifted her
hands and walked toward the kitchen. “You would think it’s
happening next week with all the discussion about it, but I’'m
pretty sure they’re looking at early December.”

“This year?” I almost swallowed my tongue. No way the
two of them would be able to pull together a wedding in a
month.



“Yep.” She glanced over her shoulder and gave me a look.
“Maybe you can talk some sense into them.”

“Right.” T lifted my eyebrow. “Because I’m the sensible
one in the family.”

She chuckled. “It’s not even a destination wedding.
Bethany wants it here.”

“Oh. Wow. So a big wedding?”

“Not really.” She waved me away. “Go talk to them about
it. It’ll be good for them to have a new person to share all of
this with.”

“Sounds like fun.” Or not. I was grateful that things had
worked out with Bethany and Damon, but wedding planning
sucked. No matter who was involved.

“There’s my little brother.” Damon walked toward me with
a big smile on his face.

I couldn’t help but return the gesture. “What’s up, bro?”

Erica was sitting next to Bethany out on the patio, the two
girls both having big smiles on their faces and seemed to be
laughing. I loved how well she fit right into the mix, like she
belonged there.

“How is it? Working for M&B? Having Erica as your
mistress? Living in the art capital of the States?” He pulled me
into a quick hug and moved back, patting my chest. “You
loving it or scared shitless?”

I took a moment to think about it. Oddly enough, for the
first time in a long time, I wasn’t scared at all. I was worried
about the situation with me and Erica, but not scared.

“I’m actually good.” I shrugged. “I got a lot of shit to work
through with Erica, but otherwise, I’'m good. Job is all right,
apartment is amazing and Erica is everything I could imagine
wanting in a woman.”

“Awesome. So you guys are together now?”’

“Um... no.” [ ran my hand down my face as he growled.



“What? Why the fuck not?” He glanced behind him and
back to me. “Did she not accept your apology for that stunt
you pulled a few weeks back?”

“She accepted it, but she’s still processing it. She’s got
some baggage in her past around men getting up and leaving
her. It was probably the one thing I shouldn’t have done. Had 1
known, I would have called after leaving that Monday, but I
didn’t.” I slipped my hands in my pockets and drew in a deep
breath. “I don’t know what to do to speed things up. She’s
pushing hard against me every time I try, but I keep trying.”

“Good. Don’t relent.” He nodded toward the kitchen.
“Grab a beer with me.”

“Sounds good.” T followed him in and moved to lean
against the counter as he grabbed two beers from the fridge.
“I’'m in love with her for sure, but words aren’t working. I’'m
going to have to figure out how to show her how I feel, and
that I’'m committed.”

“Good.” He handed me a bottle and popped the top on his.
“You told me how to get Bethany back, and it worked. You
remember what you said?”

“Yeah. Be there for her when she needs you most, and
don’t say a word while you’re there. Just support her.”

“That shit worked like a charm.” He tilted his bottle
toward me. “You need to take your own advice, and a little bit
of mine.”

“And your advice would be?” I lifted an eyebrow and
smirked.

“To make love to her every chance you get. Keep your
hands on her. Women like to feel protected, cherished and
physically adored. Make sure she gets a lot of that.”

“Every time she’ll let me, for sure.” I followed him into
the living room and out toward the back of the house. “How’s
the wedding stuff coming?”’

He opened the door and glanced back. “Don’t even ask...”



CHAPTER 34
()



ERICA

] t was odd how much I felt like T belonged at the table with

Matt and his family. He made sure to pull me into every
conversation and touched me in some matter over and over,
almost as 1f he wanted to reassure me that I belonged to him,

but did 1?
Of course I did. Why was I fighting it so damn hard?

“I’1l clean all of this stuff up,” Karen spoke to Kent. “You
guys just go have your meeting with Erica here. There is no
reason for you to go all the way up to the office.”

“Sounds good.” Kent stood and stretched before glancing
down at me and then to Damon. “You guys okay with that?”

Bethany and Martha picked up a handful of empty dishes,
and I felt odd not helping clear the table.

“Yep. I’'m going to start a fire in the living room and then
we can talk. That okay?” Damon got up and moved away from
the table.

“I’1l help clean up and then join you guys.” I smiled and
stood, gathering plates and ignoring everyone fussing around
me about me working on the dishes. “Hey. I like being
involved in this kind of stuff. Leave it be.”

Matt chuckled. “Back up, people. She gets what she
wants.”

“You included.” T glanced over at him and gave him a
cocky grin.



“You’ve had me for two years. I just don’t think either of
us fully realized it.” He moved up behind me as I leaned over
to get another dish and ran his hand over my hip. Luckily
enough, everyone had scattered as if sensing that we needed a
moment.

I turned with a handful of dishes in my hands and looked
up at him. My heart skipped a beat. “I thought you wanted to
talk to your family before-"

“Nope. I was wrong.” He leaned down and kissed the tip
of my nose. “And you knew I was in the wrong. You gotta
start telling me. Just lay it out, bare it all.”

“We’re talking about the error of your ways and not sex,
right?”

He smirked. “We’re talking about anything you want to
talk about.”

“No losing your man card today.” I laughed and moved
around him. Trepidation would have to have its way with me
another day. I was working too hard to relax and just take
things in moment by moment. I wanted ‘us’ to move forward,
for me to forgive him and not be in constant fear that [ wasn’t
enough to keep him. We needed to talk it out, but now wasn’t
the time, nor the place.

I put the dishes next to the sink and reached over to rub the
top of Martha’s shoulders. “How long have you worked for
Mr. Bryant?”

“Thirty years.” Her smile beamed.

“That’s incredible.” I glanced back as Bethany walked
back in the room. “So you’ve seen a lot of shenanigans with
these two boys of his?”

“More than I care to discuss.” She shook her head.

Bethany laughed. “Erica. We should totally have a night
out with Martha. Get her a few drinks and ask for the best
stories of the last thirty years.”

Damon’s voice startled me. “Or you should just behave
and stop trying to stir shit up.”



“Watch your language.” Martha gave Damon a motherly
look as we snickered.

“I’m sorry.” He moved into Bethany’s arms, leaning down
to kiss her a few times as I tried to look away. “You want to
hang out with Matthew while I meet with Erica?”

“Yep. I need to talk to him about the wedding anyway.”
She glanced over toward me. “And you too, Erica. Would you
consider being one of my bridesmaids?”

How awkward would it be to agree and then have things
fall between the cracks with Matt? I must have stared just a
little too long.

“I mean, it’s okay if not. You can just let me know when-"
she started to backtrack.

“No. It’s good.” 1 forced a chuckle. “I got lost in my
thoughts. Yes, I’ll definitely do it for you.”

Relief swept across Bethany’s pretty face. “Oh, good.”

“No wearing white though, okay? Only Beth gets to tell
that lie.” Damon wagged his eyebrows and walked out after
Bethany swatted at him.

Martha glanced over her shoulder. “That boy is never
going to grow up.”

“Do any of them?” I smiled and wiped my hands before
walking toward the living room. Strong arms wrapped around
me from behind and I sunk against Matt. The familiar smell of
his cologne filled my senses, and my body worked up and
wanted to purr.

“Hey.” He kissed the side of my neck. “You fit in almost
too good here. You got plans for the rest of your life?”

I snorted. “I’m thinking that might be a little much in
terms of long-range planning. I am going to be in the wedding,
so if you’re going to break my heart again, just make sure you
do it after the event?”

He moved back, and I turned in his arms. “I was scared.
You know this.”



“Are you still scared?”

“Yep. Terrified.” He leaned down and brushed his nose by
mine, his actions in complete contradiction with his words.
“Terrified that I’'m going to miss out on the greatest love affair
of my life.”

I lifted up and pressed my lips to his. All the bullshit I’d
fed myself about Tanner leaving me because I wasn’t enough
was just that - crap. It was a way to protect myself just in case
no one ever loved me again, a way to set my expectations low.

“Stop being so sweet. You’re going to melt my resolve.” I
wrapped my arms around his neck and pressed my breasts to
his chest.

“Can I lick it off of you when it melts?” He nipped at my
lips.

My body hummed, my nipples budded tight.

“How do you have me wanting to crawl into bed with you
when last night I promised myself that I wasn’t going to sleep
with you again until we figured this stuff out between us?”

“Because we are figuring it out.” He kissed me again as
Damon groaned from down the hall.

“Really? I’'m the only one that’s supposed to make out
with a good-looking woman in the hallway. Get your own
identity, Matt!”

We laughed and pulled away from each other.

Matt wrapped an arm around my shoulders as we walked
toward the living room. “She is insanely fine, right? Wait.
Don’t answer that. I’d hate to beat you up in front of her.”

“Beat me up?” Damon’s expression changed, and I slipped
out from under Matt, knowing where it was all headed.

“Oh, Lord.” Kent moved up beside me as I stopped at the
edge of the living room and watched the two men circle each
other, arms out, knees bent like two wrestlers. “We’re not
going to get anything done today.”



“It would certainly seem that way.” I yelped as they
plowed into each other, Damon sliding back a little on the tile
as Matt pushed. “Yeah, I’'m out. I can’t stand to see someone
get hurt, and it’s going to happen, isn’t 1t?”

“Always does.” Kent turned and walked into the living
room. “So how are you liking Mitch? I feel like he was a big
win for the firm.”

I hesitated, only because the need to tell Kent that the new
hire was hitting on me rode hard on my shoulders. It really
wasn’t that he was being inappropriate, or that I couldn’t shut
it down myself like a big girl, but I almost felt like I was lying
by not mentioning it. Something to assess later.

“He’s great. He’s been really good to the staff and he’s on
the ball all the time.” I sat down on the couch and leaned back,
crossing my legs.

“He lost his wife about three years ago, and really became
a good man out of it. Weird how death can force you into
being a better person.” Kent shrugged and sat beside me,
reaching over to grab a portfolio. “Let’s look at these final
drawings for the advisory logo. I know Mitch was all for them.
I assume I will be too.”

“Highly unlikely, but I have an ace in the hole in my back
pocket.”

He smiled. “You made me an extra drawing?”

“Always. This isn’t my first rodeo.” I cringed as the guys
hit the wall and laughed loudly. “Or should I say circus?”

I

The meeting with Kent was over by the time Damon walked
into the living room, sweaty and huffing like a freight train.

“We all good?” He panted and lifted his thumb toward us.

I laughed, unable to help myself. I’d seen the more playful
side of Damon Bryant a few times over the years, but nothing
like he was around his little brother. It was comforting and



depressing all in the same moment. My brother and I had a
horrible, tense relationship. What I wouldn’t have given for it
to be more playful, or at least somewhat loving.

“We’re good, and I should fire you and hire Erica here.
She’s the only one among you who doesn’t goof off all the
time.” Kent stood up and glanced down at me. “You want a
CFO job?”

“Not only no, but hell no.” I stood up and twisted around,
stretching my back.

“Well, damn. Never mind, son. You’re stuck.” Kent turned
and handed me the final sketch. “I love the last one. Swing it
by Mitch and let’s get rolling on it. Great job, as always.”

“Thanks.” I bent down and put the sketch up.

“You all good?” Matt stopped at the opening to the living
room, and I realized everyone else had gone into the kitchen or
somewhere else in the house.

“Yeah. I'm glad we came down here together. It’s more
comfortable. You know?”

“I do know.” He walked toward me, reached out and took
my hand, and walked us to the back door. “Let’s go for a
walk.”

“It’s cold out there.” I glanced back, thinking a jacket
might be prudent.

“It’s Texas in early November. It’s not that cold.” He
chuckled and opened the door, walking us out into the chilly
night.

“It is cold.” I wrapped my free arm around myself and
paused when we reached the grass at the bottom of the patio
stairs. Stars filled up the sky, every inch of it crowded with
their light. “Wow.”

“Right?” He wrapped an arm around me and tucked me
against his side. “It’s beautiful out here. So clear that you
could see for miles.”

“I love it,” I mumbled breathlessly.



“Come on. I want to show you something.” He took my
hand again and we walked across the large expanse of Kent’s
backyard.

“Has your father always lived here?”

“Yeah. He bought it when Damon was born, I believe. It
was a hell of a lot of fun growing up here. We always had
parties by the pool, or haunted houses in the woods. It was a
good childhood.” He glanced over at me. “How about you?
Did you grow up in Seattle?”

“Yeah. My mom and dad had an apartment in the city.” I
brushed the front of my shirt, suddenly a little uncomfortable.
“It wasn’t anything like this, but it was okay.”

“And you’ve known Lanie all your life?”

“Since I was in junior high.” I smiled, thinking of my best
friend. “She carried me through a lot of rough years.”

“Because of your mom?”

“Yeah, and my brother. He’s as mean as a snake.” I moved
closer to Matt as we reached the woods. “What exactly are we
doing here?”

He paused and pointed toward the sky. “See that tree house
up there?”

“Where?” I moved forward and squinted, finally making
the dilapidated looking thing out. “Oh, wow. Did you guys
build that?”

“Yeah,” he paused to laugh, “we totally did. We wanted to
see if we were good with our hands, you know, in case Dad
didn’t share his money, and neither of us ended up too smart.”

I chuckled and turned to face him as he moved closer. “Are
you trying to tell me that you’ve been cut out of the will and
this 1s our future home?”

His expression softened as the moonlight danced across his
handsome features. “I’d be fine with that. As long as you were
involved.”



I ran my hands down the thick muscles of his chest. “I’'m
terrified that you’re going to run the minute I agree to let this
thing between us become real.”

“I know that.” He touched the side of my face softly, his
thumb dragging across my bottom lip. “We’ll just take things
slow. I can only promise you that I won’t run so many times.
I’'m just going to have to prove it, but I’'m not Tanner, Erica.
I’m not going to show up and tell you that I’'m not interested
anymore.”

“You say that now, but-" I glanced away as he cut me off.
“No buts. I’'m not that guy.”

“l want to believe that so bad, it hurts.” I turned back to
him as he leaned down and consumed me with a long,
passionate kiss. All the signs pointed toward go, and I was
without any doubt that I would start down that path with him
toward forever, but first I had to figure out how to get my nails
unhinged from the past.

He wasn’t like Tanner at all, but then again, Tanner was
never the type to love and leave either. People change all the
time. Me included.



CHAPTER 35
S



MATT

A fter a few kisses the night before, I walked her back to the

house and sat down on the couch to watch the fire die out.
Where I wanted to sleep with her, I knew better. We were at a
turning point. She needed to know that I had control of my
hormones, unlike my big brother. His advice to fuck her every
chance I got might be something that worked for him, but we
weren’t the same.

I woke to someone popping me in the head - hard.

“Ouch. Shit.” I jerked up and narrowed my eyes on Damon
as I tried to come to. “I swear I liked you more when you were
depressed.”

“That stings.” He pressed his hand to his chest and
frowned.

I would have asked what he wanted so damn early on a
Sunday morning, but he was dressed to play golf. My father
walked in and stopped by the edge of the living room.

“Are you still sleeping? Get up. Tee time is in forty
minutes.” He shook his head, turned and walked back out.

“Hey. No one told me we were playing.” I got up and
stretched, feeling like I’d slept on a box of rocks all damn
night.

“We play every time we can on the weekends. You know
this.” Damon gave me a stern look and walked toward the
backyard. “Did you sleep out here?”



“Yes. Don’t give me a lecture either. I’'m not even up yet.”
I walked toward the bedroom, hoping to sneak in and not wake
Erica up. The sweet sound of her resting greeted me as I
slipped into the darkness. The fact that I loved her wouldn’t
leave me alone. It wasn’t just about the excitement and thrill of
wanting to bed her, or make her laugh or hear her moan. It was
about wanting to make up for anything in her past that left her

unsure or unloved. Every part of me yearned to be that guy for
her.

I unzipped my bag in the dark and pressed the button on
my watch to see what the hell I was grabbing. I had an outfit
that would work for a round of golf, though I’d not look nearly
as well put together as my brother or father. What else was
new?

“Matt?”” Erica mumbled softly.
“It’s just me, baby. I’'m getting some clothes.”

“More. Give me more,” she whispered roughly before
moaning low in her chest.

White-hot need pinpricked my skin. Was she dreaming?

I stood and let my clothes drop to the floor as I moved
toward her.

The outline of her on her back, the covers twisted around
her legs and her hair a mess had my dick standing to full
attention within seconds. She moaned again and arched her
back, her breathing becoming more labored.

Did she really dream of me? Something about that thought
undid me. I sat down beside her on the bed and reached out,
brushing my hand down the soft side of her throat, between
her breasts and rested it on her stomach.

“You awake, baby?” I leaned over and pressed my lips to
the small bit of skin showing between her shorts and tank top.

She groaned again and reached down, sliding her fingers
through my hair as she writhed a little. I could smell her
arousal, which had me throwing the idea of golfing to the
wind. No fucking way I was leaving when she was wet and
needy.



Indecision raced through my mind, tearing at me. Just
because she dreamt of me making love to her didn’t mean she
would appreciate me-

“Matt. Please,” she begged and lifted her hips again,
rolling them in the faint light of morning.

“Anything you want, baby.” I got up and locked the door
before pulling my t-shirt over my head and stripping my pants
off. I left my underwear. I didn’t have a condom with me, so it
wasn’t like I could take full advantage of making love to her.

She reached for me as I moved onto the bed.

“You awake now,” I whispered before moving to rest on
top of her.

“I think so,” she mumbled against my neck as I wrapped
my arms around her and held her tightly against me. “I dreamt
that you made love to me on the plane.”

Her giggle was cute, sleepy.
“I’d love to do that, if you’d let me.”

“Since when do you ask for permission?” She licked up
the side of my neck, sending chill bumps all over my skin. “I
need you. My body hurts.”

“Then you can have me.” I ran my hand down her side as I
kissed at her soft mouth, licking and sucking at her bottom lip
as | slipped my hand in between us. Her shorts were so
incredibly tiny, so hot. It took very little effort to work down to
her flesh, but when I did, time stopped. She was drenched, so
wet and sticky that I couldn’t help but think she’d already
come a few times in her sleep.

“Shit,” I moaned and kissed her again before pushing up
and working on her shorts. “I don’t have a condom, Erica. Just
let me touch you, baby.”

“No. Just don’t come.” She sat up, moving to her knees
and tore her shirt off. The movement surprised me a little, but
no more than her gripping my shoulders and forcing me to turn
and drop down onto my back.



“It’s impossible not to come with a woman like you on top
of me.” I reached up and palmed her heavy breasts, squeezing
and tugging at her nipples as she gripped my undies and
moved back, pulling them down my legs.

She bent down and ran the side of her face along my
length, licking and nibbling on the head of my cock as I
grunted and gripped the sheets.

I needed to bother her more often in the morning.

“I want you so bad.” She moved up and ran the center of
her body over my lower stomach, coating me in her wetness
and making my balls contract.

I gripped her hips and shifted to impale her. She cried out
and reached up to cup her tits as she didn’t let a second pass
before working me. It felt beyond right to fuck her skin against
skin. So intimate and delicious.

“Oh, fuck,” I groaned and reached down to grab her thighs.
“Slow down, baby. I can’t hold back like you can.”

“Try,” she growled, pressed her hands into the meat of my
chest and rolled her hips like a well-trained dancer. “I love
how big you are. You fill me up and stretch me out. I want
more of you. All of you.”

Where was this shit coming from? I wasn’t sure, but I
loved it.

“And your sweet little pussy takes it so well.” I pushed at
her shoulder, trapping her as far back as I could as I lifted my
hips and pumped in and out of her.

The sharp sting of her nails was nothing compared to the
flood of wetness that covered my when she cried out and
came. Lust like nothing I’d ever imagined wrapped around me,
dragging me under its depths and suffocating me.

I pulled her close to me and turned us, pinning her to the
bed. “I’m falling in love with you, Erica. Did you know that?”
I gripped the headboard and fucked her in long, hard strokes as
she moaned in tandem with each delicious slap of our flesh.



“I want that. I want you to love me.” She tightened her
legs around me and cried out, coming again for me. The strong
pulls of her body on my cock had me racing toward the peak
of my orgasm. | jerked back and tensed, trying to catch my
breath as the room spun. She wanted me to love her. I already
fucking did.

“Hold on. I'm so close.” I touched the side of her face as
she moved to her knees and reached for me, wrapping her
hands around my cock and pulling at it, one hand after the
other. Faster and faster until I buckled forward and pressed my
head against her shoulder.

“You’re so far beyond hot,” she spoke against my ear and
continued to work me. The pressure was intense, the buildup
almost bordering pain.

“I thought you didn’t want-"’
“Shut up and come for me,” she barked and that was it.

I lifted up and pulled her against me, both of us on our
knees. I made love to her mouth as she brought me through the
orgasm and forced me to beckon to her in any way she wanted.
I needed the high she provided. It was one of the reasons I
kept myself tucked away from her.

Now... in the middle of that high, I couldn’t imagine what
the fuck would ever have me running from wanting it again.
She was my heroine and I wanted nothing more than one more
hit. And then one more. And then... one more.

“What the hell? Did you fall asleep on the floor by your bag?”
Damon opened the front door and barked at me as I jogged
toward him.

“Nope. Sorry. Had to talk to Erica for a few minutes.” 1
winked and walked out toward the car where my father was
already waiting.

“Talk? Really? About what?” He moved up beside me and
smirked. “You dirty dog. You didn’t talk. You fucked her.”



“Shut it.” I popped him in the chest. “I’m not a whore like
you. I don’t kiss and tell.”

He rolled his eyes. “Um, you just did.”

“Whatever. Shotgun.” I jogged around the car, feeling like
a million bucks. Everything about the woman I was in love
with was right for me. Where I was sensitive, she was strong,
where she needed a firm hand, I had one to give. We were
perfect for each other. My fears were complete bullshit.

“You all right?” My father glanced over at me.

“Yep. Much better now. Just needed to work something out
with Erica.” I got in and buckled up as Damon got in the
backseat.

“Or work Erica. Whatever way you want to look at it.” He
chuckled as my dad snorted.

“Seriously, dude. Don’t disrespect her like that.” I glanced
back in the backseat and gave him a look. “I’ll climb back
there and whoop your ass.”

“Just because you’re bigger doesn’t mean you’re going to
whoop anything.” He smirked and grabbed his crotch. “Suck
it.”

“Damon. Really?” My dad pulled down the rearview

mirror. “I swear, the two of you idiots get together and all of a
sudden, you’re ten again.”

“Twelve,” Damon and I answered in tandem, which started
a laugh, easing the tension between us.

“Hey, I’m really proud of you for joining the firm. I know
you weren’t interested in it at first, but it seems like it might be
a good fit.” My father reached over and rubbed my chest like
he did when I was little and worried about something. “At
least until your art gets to selling and you can do that full
time.”

“You would be okay with that?” I trapped his hand on my
chest.

“Absolutely. I don’t want you to be anyone other than who
you are, Matt. | just want you to figure out who that is and



start living the life I know you’re capable of living.” He
rubbed me once more and pulled his hand back.

Damon leaned up between us and sniffled, wiping at his
eyes. “This is just beautiful.”

“Fuck you.” I reached over and pushed at his face. “How
Bethany puts up with you is beyond me.”

“Karen puts up with me too. They all deserve a prize.” My
father laughed and turned down the long road that would lead
to his favorite country club. “To our women? Erica included, |
believe?”

“Yeah... she’s definitely included.” I nodded and pursed
my lips, a little overwhelmed by how blessed I was to see her
giving in, if only a little.

There wasn’t much I wouldn’t be willing to do to keep us
moving in the right direction. Being sensitive to how she
reacted to me when I got back to the house was key. If she
wanted love and adoration, it was hers. If she needed time, I’d
back off a little.

Maybe.



CHAPTER 36
S



ERICA

T he weekend in Dallas caused something to shift deep inside

of me. Why was I fighting against a relationship with
Matt? I needed to talk things out with someone. I sat at my
desk on Monday morning, trying to reason through how to
force myself past the stone wall of fear that kept resurrecting
inside of me every time Matt wasn’t around. It was childish
and quickly becoming an annoyance.

Lanie would be in class, but maybe I’d catch her on her
conference time. I picked up the phone and walked to my
door, closing it and pressing my back to it.

“Hey. You okay?” She sounded a little out of breath.

“Yeah. Just wanted to hear your voice.” I squeezed my
eyes closed and took a shaky breath.

“What’s up? You don’t sound okay. You sound like you’re
on the edge of tears.”

“I am.” I pressed my fingers to the bridge of my nose and
slid down the door until my butt hit the ground. That I had on
a skirt and my panties would be showing to the world outside
my window was irrelevant. I was on the edge of a
breakthrough and I needed someone to sling shot me through
it. Lanie was perfect for the job.

“Oh no. Did Matt leave again?”

“No. He stayed in Dallas for a few days, but he’ll be back
in town on Wednesday or Thursday. It was a good visit. I love
his family. They’re really good to me.”



“Any wild sex stories you want to share with your
pathetically alone friend? I need to vicariously live through
someone. | was even thinking about picking up a porn0O the
other night from that creepy adult store near the grocery store
that you love.”

I snorted in laughter as a tear rolled down my cheek. “I’'m
so in love with this guy, Lanie.”

“That’s awesome!” The joy in her voice was something I
wanted for myself. I just wasn’t sure how to find it. “Or... it’s
not awesome?”’

“It’s awesome, but I’'m terrified. I’ve spent most of my life
being strong and aggressive, but with Matt, I want to curl up
and purr like a kitten. It’s disturbing. It pisses me off. I have
nothing to protect myself with where he’s concerned. 1 hate
it.”

“I think that’s exactly where you’re supposed to be.” She
sighed like a schoolgirl in love. “I wish with all my heart I felt
that way about someone. Stop letting fear trample down the
one thing you’ve wanted since we met in grade school.”

“Love?” I whispered and couldn’t help but think of my
father. I missed him so bad it burned my insides. The only love
I had in the world was him and Lanie. Now Matt was quickly
moving in to take both of their places in my heart.

“Exactly.”
“What if he leaves again?”

“Yes. What if he leaves again?” Her voice changed, and I
knew I was up for a lecture that was sure to set me straight.
She was the only one I’d give the chance to try.

“What’s your point, Lanie?” I got up and walked to the
window as I wiped my eyes and tried to reconcile the fear
inside of me with the fearless woman I’d always defined
myself as. It was a struggle, and unfortunately was consuming
my thoughts, my time, and all of my emotions.

“What’s the very worst thing that could happen if Matt
packed up and left you? Would you die? Wilt like a flower in



the corner and force me to come get your fragile ass and bury
you?”’

I rolled my eyes. “You’re so dramatic.”
“Answer me.”

“Why did I call you again?” I reached out and drew a heart
on the window, being silly and childish.

“Because you knew I would help you see the truth. Now...
answer me. What’s the very worst thing that would happen?”

“I’d be broken and lose a few weeks of work, sleep and
probably ten pounds.”

“But would you die, Erica? Would you never, ever, ever
love again?”

I didn’t hesitate for a moment. “No. I wouldn’t die, and
I’m sure [ would eventually love again, but-”

“No buts. I’ve heard and seen all your buts over the years.
They’re not worth your time to entertain them. If he left, and
he’s not going to, then you would mourn that loss and I would
hold you through it. When you got done, we’d clean you up,
fatten you up and get you back to being the strong woman you
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arc.

“I can’t work at M&B if he and 1 don’t work out. Not if
he’s here too. It’s too much to ask of me.”

“Good. Fuck them then. You do realize that there are
literally a million places to work in Seattle for a woman with
your skills, right?”

“I guess s0.” I glanced down to see a group of joggers
running by the sidewalk. I needed to get out and get some
exercise. It always helped me to feel so much more at peace.

“And you know what? Maybe you would finally stop
pretending like you’re happy in that big glass building you’re
hiding out in every day.”

“I am happy here.” I could feel the need to defend myself
literally crawling all over me.



“Right, but it’s not you, and we both know it. You have
more talent in your pinkie finger than most artists have in their
whole body. Are you painting again? You promised me a few
months ago that you would pull out your supplies and live a
little.”

“No,” I whispered, emotionally shutting down again. “I
don’t have time.”

“Make time. Build more parts of your life that look like
you and maybe you won’t have to worry about whether Matt
stays or goes because you’ll know without a doubt who you
are.” She paused and the sound of a hundred little voices filled
up the phone. She laughed. “I gotta go. I love you so much.
Please take my advice and start painting again. You need you
before you can need him, Erica.”

“You’re right. You always are.” We said our goodbyes and
I cursed her for the next half hour as I worked through the last
of my inhibitions. I could find myself again, and then... I
would turn that girl completely over to a man worthy of her
time. The real Matthew Bryant.

I

“All right guys. Great work.” I stood up at the end of our team
meeting and glanced around at my small think-tank. “I’m
proud of you. All of you.”

“Thanks, boss.” Lewis’ smile forced him to squeeze his
eyes shut a little. It warmed me. “We’re going for a drink. You
wanna come?”

“I’d love to, but I’'m going for a jog, and then I promised
my best friend that I would dust off my paint supplies and
work on rediscovering a passion I let fall by the wayside.”

“Oh, nice! I totally want to see what you come up with.”
Mandy lifted her eyebrows and the rest of the group chimed
n.

“Thanks. I’ll bring it up here when I figure out what it 1s.”
I laughed and glanced up as someone darkened the open door



of our conference room. “Mitch. Come on in. We were just
wrapping up.”

“Hey, guys.” He walked in, his smile warm and
welcoming. I liked the guy as a friend and partner in our
combined tasks at the firm, but I needed to tell him about
Matt. I could only hope that he would respect my feelings.
He’d been inching closer and closer over the last few weeks,
and the last thing I wanted to do was hurt him or step on his
toes in any shape or form.

“Hey, Mitch.” Lewis stood and shook hands with him
before my team filed out and left us alone.

“You have dinner plans?” He slipped his hands in his
pockets and studied me. He was the perfect man for a steady,
strong future filled with love and security. But he wasn’t my
man. No matter how much it made sense for him to be.

“No, but I'm just going to head home. A nice jog this
evening should do me good.” I crossed my arms over my
chest, grateful that I wasn’t at all uncomfortable around him.

“You sure? I hate to eat alone.” His eyes moved across my
face.

“I do too, but I’'m starting to date someone. I just don’t
want him to think that something is going on between us when
we’re just good work friends.” I pursed my lips as his
expression changed a little. ““You understand, I hope?”

“Absolutely. I think that’s fantastic. A beautiful woman
like yourself shouldn’t be alone... not ever.” He winked and
turned to walk toward the door, pausing and glancing back
before going out. “If you change your mind... I’m right down
the hall.”

I laughed and nodded. “Thank you. I’ll keep that in mind.”

“Please do.” He walked out and I let out a long breath I
didn’t realize I was holding. Should I have divulged the fact
that it was Matt I was seeing? He and I hadn’t really talked
about where in our relationship we were, but it felt like it was
time to sit down and do just that.



My only hesitation was that he worked for me. I wasn’t
sure how well that would go over. I might have to call Damon
to see how he worked it all out for him and Bethany. Matt and
I were only lovers, but poor Damon had both barrels loaded on
his news.

Lovers and step-siblings.

Yeah... he had it much worse.

I got home and played with Zek for a few minutes before
eating a banana and changing into my running gear. I’d make
some dinner and call Matt when I got back and then get busy
on painting a new masterpiece. Just the thought of doing it
gave me a keen sense of belonging to something - to my art.

My phone buzzed, and I grabbed it before heading out the
door. Unknown number.

“This 1s Erica Hall.”
“Erica. It’s Jonathan Luntz. How are you?”
“Good, Jonathan. How are you?”

“Doing very well. I assume Matthew told you about the
showing on Friday night, correct?”

“Yes. He did. I’ll be there. We’re bringing three other
people with us. I was a little surprised at your graciousness
with the tickets. This is the private event you and I discussed
having first, correct?”

“Exactly, and no matter on the tickets. You will all fit in
beautifully, I would imagine. We have some of Seattle’s finest
coming in that night. It should be fun for sure.”

“Excellent. I look forward to it.” I was winding down the
call, which was a little out of place, but maybe Jonathan was
just a superb host of sorts?

“One more thing, if you don’t mind. I have something
that’s been nagging at me continuously for a while. I'm



thinking I just needed to call you and get it off my chest.”
I stiffened. “Sure. Go ahead.”

“When Matthew and I met to finalize the agreements, he
mentioned that you painted as well, and I think you and I
might have even chatted a little about it at dinner. My memory
fails me often. I’'m getting older.”

“Hardly,” I said and laughed.

“I"d like to see some of your work. I keep dreaming about
having a pair of artists who are married and deeply in love
working for me.”

“Working for you.” I ignored the married and deeply in
love part. I had to. It was too much to dream about just yet.

“You know what I mean. I want a showcase of what real
passion looks like this spring. I’'m not sure what your talent
looks like, or if you’re at all interested in being highlighted
next to Matt, but [ want to see your stuff. I can’t seem to shake
the fact that I’'m missing greatness by not making this call.”

“Greatness?” My heart fluttered. “I’m not sure greatness is
a good title for me, but I’ll happily show you some of my old
stuff. I was going to start working on something new tonight.”

“Good. Let’s talk after this weekend and set something up.
That work?”

“Absolutely, but let’s keep this weekend just about Matt.
He’s been dreaming of this moment his whole life. I don’t
want to steal a drop of attention from him.”

Jonathan sighed. “I love that. See... that’s the passion I'm
talking about. We’ll talk soon then. Be safe and I’ll see you
Friday.”

“Friday.” I hung up and glanced around the condo as Zek
danced around my feet. “Wow. Change is in the air, little guy. I
can feel it all around me.”

I was grateful that the emotion that accompanied my
realization was excitement and not terror. Good things were
coming... I was sure of it.



CHAPTER 37
S



MATT

N ot getting to see her most of the week left me with the

sound conclusion that my life was shifting from Dallas to
Seattle. I’d be letting go of my apartment in Texas before
January at the rate things were going, and funny enough,
everyone would be thrilled about it. By the time I got on the
plane to fly back home on Thursday morning early, I was
lifeless and fully depressed.

Somewhere along the way of avoiding Erica, I fell head
over heels in love with her. Maybe that above everything else
scared me. I just needed to have a sit down conversation with
her about my mom and dad’s relationship and how dicked up it
got over time. I couldn’t handle handing her my heart and have
her throw it in a meat grinder by cheating on me. It wasn’t as
if I had a choice in either matter, but a ‘come to Jesus’ meeting
would help calm my nerves a little.

I walked into M&B around ten and made my way to my
office before walking up to see Erica. I figured it would be a
little more prudent to stop by and let the team know I was
there. Surely Erica would want to discuss how to break the
news to everyone at work that we were moving into something
far beyond a friendship. At least I assumed she would.

“Hey, Matthew! How are you, brother?” Lewis stood up,
pushed his dreadlocks over his shoulder and extended his
hand. His Caribbean accent was too damn cool.

“Hey, man. Good to see you.” I shook it and greeted the
other girls in the room. “How’s the week been so far?”



“Excellent.” Lewis nodded as Mandy walked toward us.

“Well, for most of us.” She shook her head. “Erica was
jogging on Monday and got mugged. It wasn’t pretty.”

“What?!” I moved toward the door as my heart almost
stopped in my chest. “Is she here?”

I jogged out without waiting for an answer. Lewis called
behind me that he believed she was. My pulse spiked as I
waited for the elevators. I moved in as a couple of people tried
to move out.

“I’'m sorry.” I moved back and let them out before walking
back in and pressing the button for Erica’s floor like I was
mental. “Come on. Come on.”

“You okay?” Mitch moved up beside me, causing me to
jump.

“What? Oh, damn. I didn’t know anyone else was in here.”
I glanced back to see several people watching me with
curiosity. “There’re lots of you.”

“Matt, you know?” Mitch squeezed my shoulder as the
door opened to the executive floor.

“Yeah. Just heard about Erica’s incident.” 1 waved and
jogged down the hall. Why the hell hadn’t she called me?
Monday was freaking three days ago. I knocked and stuck my
head into the door to find her standing at her desk, her back to
me. “You busy?”

She glanced over her shoulder. “No. Come on in. When
did you-”

“Why didn’t you tell me about Monday?” I closed the door
and walked toward her in four large steps. “That’s really
upsetting.”

“Because it wasn’t that big of a deal.” She turned and the

bruise around her left eye was sickly yellow. My blood ran
cold.

“Wait a minute. Someone hit you?” I reached out and ran
my hands over her arms before pulling her flush against me.



“Yes, but it’s okay now. Seriously.” She smiled, but I
couldn’t stop envisioning someone hurting her.

“It 1s a big deal. Did you get a visual on the guy? Did he
get your purse?” I reached up and touched the side of her face.
“I’m going to fucking beat him to death if we ever find out
who it was.”

Her smile softened as she cupped my hand. “It’s okay. Shit
happens, right? I got over it.”

“Why didn’t you call? Answer me.” I tightened my hold
on her, wanting her to know that I was her protector. If I’d
known she was hurt I would have raced across the world to get
to her.

“It seemed silly, and you already asked that.” She wrapped
her lithe arms around my waist and pressed her cheek to my
shoulder, tucking her face against the side of my neck. “I
missed you.”

“Me too, baby.” I rubbed her back and tried to force the
violence inside of me to die down. Never in a million years
had I wanted to defend someone like I wanted to defend her. “I
really wish you would have called, Erica.”

“And what would you have done?” She kissed the soft skin
under my ear, waking my body up and causing me to growl.

“Come home and held you. Figured out who did this and
beat his fucking ass.” I clenched my teeth as she snuggled in
tighter. All I wanted was her. Her safe. Her happy. Her love.

“Well, it’s all better now.” She moved back and pulled me
down for a long kiss. “You are home.”

“Speaking of.” I kissed her a few more times and ran my
hand down the back of her silky hair. “I’m almost positive I’'m
going to move up here before January. I felt like shit not being
here with you.”

Her smile drove a stake of lust deep inside of me. “Nice. I
was hoping that would happen sooner rather than later.”

“You work fast. What can I say?” I brushed my nose down
the side of her face and nipped at her ear before moving back.



“All right. I gotta calm down. My heart is racing from fear of
something happening to you, and my cock is so hard it feels
like 1t’s gonna crack in half.”

She reached out and pressed her palm against my erection.
“Hot.”

“Yours.” I cupped my hand over hers and stroked myself,
not quite minding the slacks all of a sudden. They were made
of much thinner material than my jeans.

“We should have dinner tonight and talk through
everything.”

“You ready to do that?” I gripped her hand and pulled it
from my dick before stepping closer to her. “I’m ready.”

“Yeah, I think so. Tomorrow is the big showing. Are you
excited?” She leaned in and kissed me one more time before
walking back to the other side of her desk and sitting down.

“I am. The painting is almost done. It’s going to be
beautiful.”

“I’m surprised he didn’t want it tonight.”

“He did.” I smirked and dropped down in the seat closest
to me. “I told him tomorrow morning at seven. I need tonight
to add a few highlights.”

“Don’t add this, okay?” She brushed her fingers around
her bruised eye.

I growled. “I don’t like that one bit.”

“I’ll get some thick make-up and have it covered by
tomorrow night. I promise.”

“That’s not what I meant. You’re beautiful to me no matter
what, Erica. I hate that someone put their hands on you.”

“Yeah, well, let’s move to another subject. That vein in the
side of your neck looks like it’s ready to pop.”

I breathed in slowly and glanced up toward the ceiling.
“You’re right. Where do you want to stay tonight?”

“Are we staying tonight?”” She sounded a little surprised.



“Yes.” I wasn’t playing games anymore. “I’m not spending
another night without you in my bed, or me in yours. You
choose.”

“Let’s stay at your place so you can finish up working on
the piece without any stress.”

“Perfect.” I crossed my hands over my stomach. “How is
Zek doing? Crapping all over your place yet?” I smiled, unable
to help myself.

“He’s actually been really good.” She bit her lip
seductively, which didn’t help the vein in question much at all.
“I did have something really cool happen though.”

“Tell me about it.” It was all I could do to stay seated on
my side of the desk. Everything about her made me want to be
closer.

“Jonathan called to finalize a few things. I hope you don’t
mind that I worked through some of the last minute details
with him.” She gave me an unsure smile.

“Not at all. I love that you’re involved in what’s happening
with Jonathan.”

“Good.” She let out a sigh that sounded like relief.
“Anyway, he asked to see some of my work.”

Excitement bubbled up inside of me. “Really? That’s great
news. When?”

She shook her head, trying to make less of it from what |
could tell. “After your event. I wanted everyone to stay
focused on you for now.”

“You think you’re going to steal the show from me?” I
smiled and stood up. “You deserve a spanking for that.”

“I’m not nearly as talented as you are, so no... but a
spanking might be fun.”

I moved around the desk and slid my hands over her hips,
pressing my erection to her ass and fondling her breasts as she
stood up and pressed her back to my chest.



“What am I gonna do with you?” I kissed her ear and
breathed in deeply.

“I thought you were going to spank me.” She rolled her
hips slowly, playing with me.

“Among other things, yes.” Someone knocked at the door,
and I pinched her nipples between my fingers and rolled them
slowly as I leaned down and licked up the side of her throat
one more time.

“Just a minute,” she called out breathlessly. “What else?”

“Taste every inch of you, hold your hair so I can control
you while I fuck your pretty mouth and then-"

“Oh God,” she panted softly.

I slid my hand down the front of her skirt into her panties.
I’d come into the room to make sure she was all right, and by
the looks of things... she was perfectly fine. It didn’t dent my
fury much, but it was quickly changing the anger into lust.

“Work myself into every place you’ll let me.” I opened her
up and pressed my middle finger against her opening.

Another knock at the door.

“Matt. Stop,” she panted as I pressed my finger deeper
inside of her.

“No. Tell them to go away. Now.” I rolled my palm against
her clit and gripped her pussy with my other fingers. “I wanna
feel you come.”

“No. Seriously.” She shifted her hips forward, fucking
herself against my hand. “We’ll do this tonight.”

“Tell them to go. Now, Erica. I’'m not asking again.”

She nodded as her body tightened around mine. “I’m in the
middle of a conversation. Come back in ten minutes or don’t
come back at all.” Her voice was low, commanding, fucking
hot.

I sat down in her comfy chair and pulled her down with me
as I pulled my hand from the front of her skirt and tugged it up
her thighs.



“We really shouldn’t-” She glanced back at me, and I
gripped her chin with my free hand and leaned in to kiss her as
I slipped my fingers back under her scrap of panties and
played with her soft swollen skin until she cried out and wet
my hand.

“More.” I licked at her mouth. “I want more.”
“Tonight.”

“Now.” I drilled her for a few more minutes as she writhed
and panted in my lap. Her cries were beautiful, her need
beyond tantalizing.

My body ached for so much more than I was going to take,
but the moment was about reminding her who she had in me. I
wanted to be everything she needed me to be as her man, but
more than that, I wanted her to seek pleasure in every means
necessary - from only me.



CHAPTER 38
S



ERICA

I t took me the rest of the day to get over how well he played

my body that morning. Maybe I should get mugged and
thrown around more often. My insides were liquid heat every
time I thought about him and how good it was going to feel to
get the rest of our shit out of the way and dive into a
relationship we both wanted and needed.

“You want me to take you over to your place to get Zek?”
Matt’s voice surprised me as I tried to finish up a report I was
working on.

I glanced down at the clock to see that it was already
seven. I was supposed to have dinner with Lanie. Shit. I'd
totally forgotten. I couldn’t turn away my best friend because I
was starting to date Matt. That wasn’t fair.

“You know what?” I stood and let out a long sigh. “I
totally forgot about having dinner with Lanie. It’s our
Thursday night thing.”

“So invite her over to my place.” He walked into the office
and brushed his hand down his face, smiling naughtily.

“What’s that look for?”
“I can smell you on my fingers.” He licked at them.

“Who i1s the wicked man in front of me? My Matthew is
sweet and sensitive. Funny and so very loving.”

“Oh, I’m still him, but there are many sides to all of us,
right?” He moved around to my side of the desk and reached
out to tug me toward him.



I pressed my hands to his chest and ran them up to cup his
neck. “I’ll see if Lanie wants to come over. She might actually
like to see your painting up close.”

“Then I’ll follow you back to your place. Call Lanie on the
way over, and we’ll get you a bag and pick up Zek and his
stuff for the night.” He leaned down and kissed me.

Mitch’s voice sounded by the door, startling me. “Erica.
Could you- Oh. Shit. I'm sorry.”

“No. I’'m sorry.” My heart almost stopped as heat raced up
to coat my cheeks. “I didn’t even think about closing the
door.”

Mitch glanced from Matt to me and back to Matt as a
smile formed on his handsome face. “That’s why you were so
worried this morning. You’re Erica’s new beau.”

“Yeah. [ am.” Matt wrapped his arm around my shoulders
from the side.

“We’ve been toying with the idea for two years; since I
came to work at McKenzie and Bryant.” I glanced up at Matt.
“Right?”

“Yeah.” He smiled down at me. “I’m the luckiest man in
the world.”

Mitch chuckled, but it was a friendly sound. “I agree with
that completely.”

“Thanks. Did you need something?” I turned back to face
Mitch.

“No. Nothing that can’t wait. I’ll find you tomorrow.” He
took a few steps back as his eyebrow lifted. “Are we telling
people about this or...”

“No,” I responded at the same time as Matt told him,
“Yes.”

I smirked up at Matt. “We’ll tell them soon. Let’s figure
everything out together first.”

“Whatever you want. I’ll meet you downstairs.” He kissed
the tip of my nose and released me to walk out of the office.



“See you tomorrow, Mitch.”

“All right, buddy.” Mitch turned to watch him go and let
out a low huff before turning back to me. “Matt? Really?”

My smile faded. It was never that easy. “Yeah. He’s a great

guy.,’
“He’s a kid, Erica. He’s not at all the type of man that
deserves a woman like you.”

“Here’s the line,” I drew a line in the air and lifted my
other hand above it, “and here’s you. Back up...”

He chuckled and lifted his hand. “No, I get it. It’s none of
my business, but I’m just concerned.”

“No, you’re interested, which is completely different.”

“I am definitely interested, which might make me a little
bit bias, but you’re jumping into something before really
thinking it through.” He lifted his other hand. “You know
what... it’s none of my concern. I’m just saying that he’s a
wayward kid stuck in the body of a young man. He doesn’t
have stability to plan for the future or any focus on taking care
of a beautiful woman like yourself.”

“And you do?” I hated to attack him at all. Just knowing
that he lost his wife three years before and that he’s been
beyond good to me since we met a few weeks back stalled my
anger.

“I’m not sure anyone could fully satisfy a gem like you,
but I’d be willing to bend over backward to make sure you
knew you were adored, kept, loved.” He tilted his head and
studied me. “Anyway. Good luck, and I'm sorry for
overstepping. Honestly. See you tomorrow.”

He walked out and left me standing in silence. I love Matt.
He would grow up and be all the things Mitch claimed he
wasn’t. Hell, he was already starting to do all of those things.
Sort of.



“So? How was your trip to Dallas?” Lanie leaned against the
counter in Matt’s kitchen later that night as I chopped up
veggies for a stir fry. [ was glad that she decided to still come
even though we were adding Matt to the mix.

“It was good. Like I said, I fit in with Matt’s family so
well. Not that I didn’t know that. I mean, hell, I just got back
from Jamaica as the only non-family member to attend Kent’s
wedding.” I picked up a bell pepper and handed it to her.

She leaned in and bit it. “What’s going on? You’re tense.”
“No, I’'m not.” I popped the rest into my mouth.
“Lies.” She moved to the sink and washed her hands.

Matt was in a room down the hall, working furiously on
adding the accents to the portrait before he would let me or
Lanie see it.

“I’'m good.” I shrugged and tossed the veggies in our stir
fry pan. “It’s just that Mitch came in today when Matt and 1
were kissing, which was a little awkward.”

“The new director at the firm?”

“Yeah.” I glanced over at her. “I thought he might be
interested in me, but after our conversation over Matt today, |
know he 1s.”

“Uh oh. What did he say?”

“What didn’t he sa