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			THE RED HERVE LEGER bandage dress I’m wearing is not mine. It belongs to my friend Simone. Yesterday I would have laughed off the very suggestion that I wear anything this overtly provocative. Tomorrow I’ll dismiss the idea out of hand. But tonight? Tonight is a night of exceptions.

			I stand in the middle of the hotel room Simone and I are sharing at the Venetian and tug at the hem. Can I even sit down in this dress?

			“You look so sexy,” she coos as she slips up behind me and pulls my black, wavy hair behind my shoulders. The move feels a little too intimate and I feel a little too exposed.

			I step away from her and twist myself into a pretzel as I try to see the back of the dress in the mirror. “Am I really going out in this?”

			“Are you kidding?” Simone shakes her head, confused. “If I looked half as hot as you do in that dress, I’d wear it every day!”

			I pull down on the hem again. I’m used to wearing suits. Not the kinds of suits women wear in the movies, but the kinds of suits women wear in real life when they work at a global consulting firm. The kinds of suits that make you almost forget you’re a woman, let alone a sexual being. But this dress sings a melody I haven’t sung before.

			“I won’t be able to eat so much as a carrot stick while wearing this,” I complain as I stare down at the neckline. I’m not wearing a bra. The only thing I was able to fit under the dress was a delicate little thong. But the dress is designed to prop everything up . . . which I have mixed feelings about. What surprises me is that my feelings are mixed. I’m slightly embarrassed; that’s to be expected. I also feel a little sinful just putting on this thing and yet . . . Simone’s right, I look hot.

			I’ve never thought of myself in those terms. No one does. When people hear the name Kasie Fitzgerald, they think responsible, reliable, steady.

			Steady, steady Kasie.

			That’s the reason Simone dragged me to Vegas for the weekend. She wanted me to be unsteady on my feet for just one night before I fully embrace a life of stability with the man I’m going to marry, Dave Beasley. Dave is going to propose . . . or maybe he already has. “I think next weekend we should go ring shopping,” he had said as we finished up a quiet dinner at a Beverly Hills café. We’ve been dating for six years now and he has been talking about the possibility of marriage for five of them, examining the idea from every angle and putting our hypothetical marriage through hypothetical stress tests like a bank preparing for another financial crisis.

			Dave is careful like that. It isn’t sexy but it’s comfortable. Once, after a few too many drinks, I told Simone that kissing Dave was like eating a baked potato. She gave me no end of grief for that. But what I meant was that a baked potato, while not the most exciting food in the world, was warm and soft and it was enough to stave off hunger. That was Dave. He was my comfort food, my baked potato.

			You should sleep with a stranger.

			That had been Simone’s advice. One last hurrah before I get married and while I’m still in my twenties. I wouldn’t do it, of course. I had bargained her down to flirting with a stranger and I was still trying to work up my nerve to do that.

			When you’re old, do you really want to look back at your life and realize that you were never young?

			Those had been Simone’s words, too. But she didn’t understand. I didn’t know how to be young. I hadn’t even known how to be young when I was a child.

			“She’s so much more serious than her sister!” my parents’ friends would say as I sat next to them, my head buried in a book. “Not a girly girl at all!”

			Somehow it had been understood that femininity and studiousness were mutually exclusive states of being.

			But here I was, a Harvard graduate working at one of the top global consulting firms in the country. And I looked hot.

			“Blackjack,” Simone says, with confidence. “You sit down at the high-roller blackjack table wearing that dress and all the guys at the table will forget how to count to twenty-one.”

			I snort and then throw my hand over my mouth as Simone breaks out in giggles. Even this dress can’t make a snort sexy.

			*     *     *

			WHEN WE GET to the casino, heads turn. I’m not used to this. Men are watching me move; their eyes are appraising, measuring up their chances, taking note of all the secrets my dress reveals . . . and it reveals plenty. The women are watching, too. Some of the looks are judgmental; others, envious. I blush as I realize that some of their stares are every bit as appraising as the men’s.

			Part of me wants to hurry through the room but the dress keeps my gate slow and careful. I’ve heard stories of models falling on the runway during Herve Leger shows and I can see how that could happen. With the shoes Simone insists need to be worn with this and the tightness of the dress itself, each step presents its own challenge.

			A man walks by me and runs his eyes up and down my body without even making a thin attempt to hide his desire. My blush deepens and I turn away. The way he looked at me . . . does he think I’m a hooker? I’d have to be a pretty successful one to afford this outfit. I glance over my shoulder and realize that he’s stopped to watch me as I move away from him. He looks slick and arrogant. I don’t want him . . . but I like that he wants me, and even that small pleasure makes me feel a little shameful . . . and scandalous.

			We stake out a blackjack table that has a $100 minimum. That doesn’t exactly make it for high rollers but it’s so much more than I would normally risk.

			As I sit down, my hem inches up and I’m reminded of the thin thong, the only undergarment I’m wearing.

			What am I doing here?

			I swallow hard and focus on the table. I’m not exactly an expert at the game but Simone proves to be much worse than I am. She places huge bets and then keeps trying for the twenty-one even though her attempts lead her to bust more than once. Eventually she gives up and tells me she’s going off to the craps table. I stay where I am. I can handle adding up cards but I have never mastered the art of rolling the dice.

			“This looks like a good table.”

			I turn just as a man wearing dark jeans and a brown T-shirt sits beside me. His sculpted arms are an odd contrast to the salt-and-pepper hair . . . but I like it. He looks over at me just as I’m taking him in and I quickly look away. It was an obvious dodge and I inwardly cringe at my awkwardness.

			A woman with a clipboard walks over and smiles at the man now by my side. “Mr. Dade, so good to see you.”

			“You too, Gladys. I’m going to start with five thousand.”

			The woman nods and after he signs a slip of paper, a pile of black and purple chips are placed in front of him.

			This is not the way people normally get their chips.

			I put down a $200 bet and the dealer doles out a few cards. I start with a five and an ace. It’s not a bad beginning. Mr. Dade isn’t so lucky with his ten and six.

			I tap my finger next to my cards and am given another. Mr. Dade does the same.

			My card’s a four. I smile to myself. I’m on a roll.

			Or at least I thought I was until Mr. Dade is handed a five.

			Twenty-one.

			No one says the words but chips are pushed in his direction.

			As the dealer adds a few chips to my pile, a smaller acknowledgment of my win against the house, Mr. Dade leans toward me, ever so slightly. “Care to make it interesting?”

			“I thought that’s what we were doing.” I contemplate my chips, not because I need to count them but because I’m a little too unnerved to look directly at him.

			“More interesting,” he clarifies. “If I have the better hand, we’ll leave the table and you’ll have a drink with me.”

			“And if I have the upper hand?” I ask, twisting the words to my liking.

			“Then I’ll have a drink with you.”

			I laugh. Between the excitement in the room and my new, albeit temporary look, I’m already feeling a little lightheaded. I can’t imagine what a drink will do to me.

			“If I win, we’ll have a drink right here at the table and keep playing,” I say. From an economic standpoint my plan is probably the more risky one but from every other perspective it’s decidedly safer.

			“A negotiator,” Mr. Dade says. Although I’m still not looking at him, I can feel his smile. The energy he’s exuding is sexy, but also a little mischievous.

			I like it.

			The dealer doles out a few more cards. I get a three and a six while Mr. Dade gets a king and a four. It’s anyone’s game. It all depends on what we’re dealt next . . . a nice little metaphor for life.

			But I keep that thought to myself and quietly tap my blood red fingernails against the felt green table. Mr. Dade gestures to be hit as well.

			This time he’s the one who gets to twenty. I don’t even get to eighteen.

			He stands up, offers me his hand. “Shall we?”

			I collect my chips and hesitate as I mentally plan out how to get up from the table without exposing more than I’d care to display.

			Again, I can feel this man’s smile. An old song pops into my head, “The Devil Inside,” and I mentally play it as a soundtrack while I carefully get to my feet. He doesn’t rush me as he escorts me first to the cashier, where I can cash out my chips, then to the escalator. People are still looking, but now they’re looking at us.

			But there is no us, I remind myself. This is a fantasy. A fleeting and insubstantial encounter. We’ll drink, we’ll flirt, and then we’ll vanish from each other’s lives like smoke from a controlled flame.

			“Here,” he says as he moves us over to a bar with walls of glass.

			People are being drawn into the fantasy of us.

			He sidles up to the bar and waits as I struggle to get on the barstool. I pull out my cell to text Simone my whereabouts but before I can even enter the first word, the bartender is here.

			“I think the lady would like a glass of your finest champagne, Aaron,” Mr. Dade begins.

			“No,” I say quickly, some deleterious impulse getting the better of me. “Whiskey.”

			I don’t know why I upped the ante except for that this isn’t a champagne moment. It feels grittier, stronger; it calls for grains not bubbles.

			Mr. Dade smiles again and orders us each a whiskey, a brand I’ve never heard of. “So,” he says as the bartender moves away, “blackjack’s your game?”

			“No.” I lower my head as I send the text to Simone. “This is only my second time at the tables. I don’t really have a game.”

			“You’re playing one tonight.”

			I look up, asking the question with just the rise of my eyebrows.

			“You don’t normally dress like this,” he continues as our drinks are placed in front of us. He slides the bartender some money. He’s not asked if he would like to start a tab. Our server seems to sense that this is not the time to interrupt.

			“How do you know how I normally dress?”

			“You don’t often wear heels like those. You don’t know how to walk in them.”

			I laugh nervously. “No one outside of Cirque du Soleil knows how to walk in these.”

			“And if you dressed like that all the time, you’d be used to people looking at you. You’re not.” He leans forward and I can smell the faintest wisp of woodsy cologne. “You’re self-conscious. You’re not comfortable with the stares or how much you enjoy them.”

			I start to look away but he takes my chin in his hand and holds it so that I’m facing him directly. “Even now, you’re blushing.”

			I don’t know this man, this man who is touching me. He’s a stranger. A blank slate. I should walk away. I shouldn’t let the rough skin of his thumb move back and forth over my cheek like this.

			You should sleep with a stranger.

			Slowly, I move my hand to his and then move it away from my face. But I don’t let go. I like the feel of it: strong and textured. These hands have built things and been exposed to the elements. I visualize them grasping the reigns of a horse. I see them inside the engine of a sleek sports car that can drive fast and hard away from the constraints that hinder the rest of us. I imagine these hands touching me, his fingers inside of me. . . . 

			What am I doing here?

			“My name’s Kasie,” I say. My voice comes out raspy and flustered.

			“Do you want to know my name?” he asks. “My full name?”

			I realize immediately that I don’t. I don’t want to know who he is. I don’t even want to know who I was yesterday or who I will be tomorrow. I just want to know who I am now.

			“I don’t do this,” I whisper. But even as I say it I know that I’m talking about yesterday, tomorrow. Tonight is . . . different.

			This man, he’s not like the man who raked my body with his eyes, all conceit and sleaze. This man isn’t pushing his agenda on me. He’s drawing out mine; reading my movements, my smiles, the quick path of my eyes. In his face I can see my own desire. He’s no longer a blank slate. He’s my fantasy and the chemistry . . . the intensity that exists between us . . . it’s what I would have longed for if I had known what it was.

			But I know what it is now.

			I notice the button at the top of his jeans. It reads Dior Homme—$600 jeans—and yet the T-shirt could have been bought at Target. Like his youthfully muscular arms and conservatively cut salt-and-pepper hair, it’s his contradictions that seduce me.

			“I’d like to make you a drink,” he says.

			It doesn’t take me a moment to grasp his meaning. I know he’s inviting me to his room. I glance around the bar. I’ve never had a one-night stand. I’m studious. I’m the girl everyone can count on for her rock-solid, solemn consistency.

			Except tonight. Tonight I’m the girl who is going to sleep with a stranger.
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			LIKE COLLEGE KIDS, we stop at a store in the lobby to buy our own liquor. I almost laugh as the cashier hands Mr. Dade a brown paper bag containing the bottle, as if we’re about to sneak off under some bleachers instead of up the tower of a luxury hotel, as if the plan’s to get drunk on cheap wine coolers rather than sip $200 scotch.

			I’ve never been the girl under the bleachers, but I don’t judge those who were. Even as I rejected the idea for myself I could see that there was a certain clumsy innocence to that particular American tradition. Nothing about what I was about to do with Mr. Dade was innocent.

			We don’t talk as he leads me to his room. It’s a suite. I knew it would be. The floor of the parlor holds enough square footage to hold a party. The untouched kitchen could accommodate a caterer. We don’t need all this space but I find its excess darkly delightful.

			I hear him close the door and my eyes dart to the French doors to my right. I don’t have to ask to know what room they lead to.

			I sense him walking up behind me now. I can feel the heat of him and I tense as I wait for his touch.

			But it doesn’t come.

			Instead he brings his mouth close to my ear. “Make yourself comfortable,” he says, his voice growling as his words entice. “Take something off.”

			I turn to face him. I can’t speak. Thoughts of Dave push their way into my consciousness. This is a betrayal. Can I live with this? Can I compartmentalize this one night from the rest of my life?

			“Your shoes,” he says, his smile teasing. “Take off your shoes.”

			I exhale a breath I didn’t know I was holding. But I’m not safe. Not from him, not from myself. Keeping my eyes on his, I ease down into a chair. He kneels before me and his fingers gently brush against my ankles as he unfastens the small, delicate buckles of my heels. My legs are pressed tightly together. I’m not ready to show him my world. Not yet.

			But as the shoes come off, his hands slowly move up my calves, to my knees, to the outside of my thighs. Again the air I had just inhaled gets caught in my chest as I momentarily forget how to breathe. This skirt is so short, his hands keep getting higher and yet he hasn’t reached the hem . . . until he does, and he pushes it higher still . . . and then stops.

			I wait, expecting him to go farther but his hands fall away. “I’m going to pour you that scotch now,” he says.

			And there it is again, that devious grin, that careful balance between urgency and patience.

			He gets up and I close my eyes and try to find some balance. I hear the freezer open and close, then the clink of ice cubes falling into an empty glass. I don’t move. I can’t move. I was worried about something only moments ago; there was something I needed to think through. . . . What was it? I can’t focus.

			When I open my eyes, he’s before me, a single drink in his hand, which he extends toward me.

			“You’re not joining me?” I ask. I’m whispering now. I’m afraid of breaking the moment . . . afraid of pulling myself out of this twilight reality. This is only a dream after all and if I keep it to myself, it will feel more like a dream with each day that passes. But right now I’m not ready to wake up.

			Mr. Dade’s smile widens as he places the glass in my hand. “Oh, I’ll be joining you.”

			I sip the scotch and then sip again. It’s beautiful. Just like this room, with its warm gold hues and notes of luxury.

			He takes back the glass. “My turn.”

			He extracts an ice cube, uses it to trace a path along the neckline of my dress. As the cool, wet surface touches my breasts, I feel my nipples harden as they reach out to him, begging him to go further. He responds by tasting the hints of scotch on my skin—light kisses filled with heat, his hands now on my hips. I’m breathing again but each breath is shallow as I struggle to stay still.

			He lifts the scotch glass again and brings it to my lips, tipping it back just slightly so that the smoky taste only trickles over my tongue. And then his fingers slip into the glass again and this time the melting ice is moved up my thighs. My body and my mind are no longer connected. I feel my legs part, only slightly at first but as he pushes my dress higher and higher, I encourage him with increased access.

			Again he lowers his mouth to the chilled scotch trail on my skin and I watch as he follows it up my legs. With a sudden and decisive movement he pulls my dress up to my waist, which he now holds firmly in his hands as his mouth moves higher and higher. That flimsy little thong is the only thing that stands in his way. He removes one hand from my waist and strokes the silky fabric.

			Through lowered lids I see him smile again. I know what he’s thinking. The fabric is wet. It’s another invitation that I have no control over.

			But it’s not enough for him.

			“Ask,” he says; his finger hooks around the waistband of my panties.

			I feel my cheeks heat up once more. A voiced request means that I won’t be able to say that I was just taken or that I wasn’t thinking. I’m ready to expose my body to him but now he’s asking me to share in this in a way that is so complete, it terrifies me.

			“Ask,” he says again.

			“Please,” I murmur.

			“Not good enough.” His voice is still soft but I can hear the edge of authority in his tone. “Ask.”

			“Take them off.”

			He raises himself up now so that he is leaning over me, his finger still hooked around the thin strap of my thong. “What exactly would you like me to take off?” The slight smile on his face doesn’t do anything to lessen his intensity.

			“Please?” I speak so quietly, I have to struggle to hear myself. “Please take off my panties.”

			“Louder, please.”

			Hesitantly, I raise my eyes to his. I can see the spark of mischief dancing there and it makes me smile. A surge of unexpected courage bursts through my soul and I reach forward and grab his T-shirt, bunching up the cheap cotton in my fist. “Please,” I say, pulling him closer, disturbing his balance. “Please take off my panties, Mr. Dade.”

			And now his smile matches my own. The thong is ripped from my body and before I fully know what’s going on, I feel the slight sting of scotch against my clit immediately followed by the shocking warmth of a kiss there, a kiss delivered to my very core. His mouth tickles and teases. I moan and grasp at the seat beneath me. I feel his finger gently touch me as he continues to lick and taste, first softly, then there’s a firmer pressure, a faster speed. His tongue dances over every nerve ending, his solicitations unrelenting. I whimper and throw back my head as the orgasm comes hard and fast.

			But I have no time to get my bearings. He yanks me to my feet. He doesn’t need to search for the hidden zipper on this dress; he just intuitively knows where it is. In an instant I’m wearing nothing.

			Ah, the stares of those men in the casino were nothing, not even pale imitations of the look that Mr. Dade is giving me now. His eyes don’t just move over me, they consume me. I stand there, wanting, throbbing as he slowly circles me like a wolf planning his attack, like a tiger stalking a mate. . . . 

			Like a lover, ready to worship.

			I don’t reach for him; his eyes hold me as still as any rope ever could. Once the circle is complete, he takes off his own shirt. His torso matches his arms, hard muscles under soft, vulnerable flesh. He pulls me to him and I can feel what I’ve done to him. His erection presses against my stomach.

			I gasp as I feel fingers push inside of me. First one, then two. He plays with me, stroking and probing as I shiver against him. I try to unbutton his jeans but my hands are shaking. I’m going to come again, right here, standing up, pressed against him.

			And then he has me against the wall as he continues to caress. I wrap my arms around his neck and dig my fingernails in as I cry out. I explode and contract around his fingers. I breathe in and realize that traces of that woodsy cologne are now on my skin, too. Nothing separates us.

			I feel courageous and vulnerable, one more delicious contradiction. I finally manage to unfasten his jeans. And as I strip him of his remaining clothes, it’s my turn to stare.

			He’s beautiful and perfect and . . . impressive.

			We might not make it to the bedroom.

			With the tips of my fingers I explore every ridge of his cock until I make it up to the tip.

			Cock: it’s not a word I use but my head is spinning and euphemisms suddenly hold no interest for me. I don’t want to see what’s happening through a soft-focus lens. That’s not my fantasy.

			“Fuck me,” I whisper.

			“Yes,” he breathes. And then I’m being lifted into the air. My legs wrap around his waist, my back still pressed against that hard wall, and again I cry out as he pushes inside of me, again and again.

			I feel myself opening up for him. I feel myself getting wetter, a primal reaction to this welcome intrusion. I feel everything.

			He’s filling me with a hard, pulsing, and unyielding energy. He’s crashing through the doors behind which I’ve locked away all my secret desires, and those desires are bursting through me with the savage force you would expect from any jailbreak. As he continues to hold me up, I bend my head and softly bite his shoulder; I suck on his neck. I want to devour him even as he consumes me.

			And now we’re on the floor. My hips never leave his. I’m still embracing him with my legs, pulling him to me. Every inch of him holds its place inside my walls as he lowers me onto my back. The thin carpet beneath me adds a touch of gentleness as I scratch up his skin. His hands are on my breasts, pinching my nipples before moving to the small of my back. We’re moving to our own rhythm, one that is as rousing and radiant as anything ever heard within a Beethoven symphony. Each thrust brings me to a new level of ecstasy.

			I didn’t know it could be like this.

			It’s a cliché. A line every ingénue in every bad romantic comedy is forced to utter. The words are always spoken delicately as if our heroine has reached a new level of innocence.

			This doesn’t feel innocent. This feels fucking amazing. It feels like I’m coming alive.

			I didn’t know it could be like this.

			It’s the last intelligible thought I have before he brings me to the brink again. I feel his shoulders tense under my grasp and then he pins my arms over my head, physically constraining me when my ecstasy can’t be held back at all. The combination makes me wild and I thrash my head from side to side and buck my hips forward, forcing him even deeper inside of me. He groans and pushes faster and harder, as our crescendo moves us closer to a dizzying climax.

			I cry out one more time as we come together, right there on the floor of a suite at the Venetian.

			I didn’t know it could be like this.

		

	
		
			
			CHAPTER 3

			[image: •]

			I DON’T BELIEVE IN an afterlife. I’ve always thought that when someone’s gone, they’re gone. Maybe that’s how it is with moments, too. I have the memory of being with Mr. Dade, only two nights ago now, but with nothing tangible to connect me to that memory, that moment has simply . . . stopped breathing.

			He held me afterward and stroked my hair. The tenderness had been out of place. I wasn’t prepared for it. So I simply got dressed and walked away. He didn’t try to stop me but there had been something in his expression as he watched me leave that made my pulse quicken. He wasn’t looking at me the way a stranger would. He was looking at me like he knew me . . . maybe better than he had the right to.

			Simone was back in our room when I got there. She pressed me for details but I gave her little. I placated her with stories of flirting with a mysterious man in a bar with glass walls while he plied me with spirits that cost a little too much and tasted like seduction.

			She was disappointed. “You’re a lost cause,” she complained as I traded the Herve Leger for the innocuous white robe provided by the hotel. She zipped up the dress in a garment bag. As I watched it get swallowed into the black plastic, I was reminded of a coffin. It wasn’t just the moment that was lost to me; I was also burying a version of myself . . . burying it inside a garment bag that wasn’t even mine.

			But as I sit in my Los Angeles office, with its light yellow walls and neatly organized files, I realize that’s how it’s supposed to be. It was a dream, that’s all, and like all dreams it has virtually no consequences. The lessons it teaches can be studied or dismissed. It was just a few hours of time during which my subconscious was able to take over and a little hidden part of me was allowed to dictate a story in vivid colors. A story marked by its passion and excitement, two things that can never be maintained for long in real life.

			Just a dream.

			I pull out a client file. My job is to tell other people how to do theirs. Invest your time and money in this, not in that, and so on. I came to think of corporations as people long before the Supreme Court weighed in on the subject. They’re multifaceted entities, just like us. And, like people, the successful corporations know which parts of themselves are worth developing and which parts must be suppressed, hidden from the public eye. They know when to cut their losses.

			To me, the only part of the personhood of corporations that people have gotten fundamentally wrong is the idea that money is a company’s form of speech. In truth, money is a corporation’s very soul.

			And that makes me a spiritual advisor.

			I smile at that idea as I review my file in anticipation of passing the collection plate.

			“Kasie Fitzgerald, we’ve struck gold!”

			I look up to see my boss, Tom Love, standing in my doorway. My assistant, Barbara, stands behind him, smiling apologetically. Tom never gives anyone a chance to announce him before barging in. His last name seems like an unfortunate joke since I have never seen him give or inspire anything that resembles love.

			“We have a new account!” Tom says as he steps inside and closes the door behind him, apparently unaware that he has essentially slammed the door in Barbara’s face.

			I close the file in my hands. I am not the person Tom runs to when a new account comes his way. I’m still working my way up here and my climb is made all the steeper by the fact that I used Dave’s family connections to get my foot in the door. An Ivy League education should have been enough . . . but then nothing is ever enough these days. You have to graduate at the head of your class, have internships under the direct supervision of the captains of industry. You have to have a solid golf game.

			I have a job that many magna cum laude Rhode Scholars would kill for. I got it because I’m smart, capable, and have an Ivy League education . . . and because my boyfriend’s godfather is one of the cofounders of the company.

			I have something to prove.

			“I take it I’ll be part of the team handling this account?” I ask as I watch Tom claim the chair opposite me and idly look through my appointment calendar on my desk. I’ve learned to record my personal appointments exclusively on my phone and to keep my phone out of Tom’s reach.

			“No,” he says as he thumbs through the weeks and months of my professional life. “You’re leading the team.”

			There’s a shift in the room’s atmosphere. His eyes are still on the calendar but I can see he’s not reading it. He’s waiting for my reaction. I’ve wanted to lead a team since I got here but have long since accepted that I have a few more years to wait before the honor’s granted. And yet here is Tom, handing me this gift . . . why?

			“It’s a small account?” I ask, trying to make sense of the nonsensical.

			“No. It’s Maned Wolf Security Systems.”

			Now the atmosphere isn’t so much shifting as it is deconstructing into a swirl of confusion. Maned Wolf Security Systems. It provides security for the biggest corporations on the globe, produces the highest tech surveillance systems, firewall protections, and even has an armed guard division that operates in some of the more volatile parts of the world. It has government contracts and politicians who vie for their support.

			I have no right to lead this team. There shouldn’t even be a team. Maned Wolf is as insular as it is powerful. A billion-dollar operation that has yet to go public. It’s Apple meets Blackwater meets Willy Wonka’s Chocolate Factory. Secrets are kept; outsiders, unwelcome.

			I haven’t earned the right to break them out of their shell.

			But I really want to.

			“Why me?”

			Tom raises his eyes from my calendar. “He asked for you.”

			And now the atmosphere has weight. I feel its pressure on my shoulders and against my chest. Tom looks at me with an expression laced with curiosity and suspicion.

			“Who’s He?” I ask.

			“The CEO.”

			I should know his name, but I don’t. I know their contracts, their marketing, their strength. Their people have never been of much interest to me.

			And yet, as I wait for Tom to say more, I sense that the focus of my interest is about to be irrevocably altered.

			“His name is Robert . . . Robert Dade. He says he met with you in Vegas.”

			People say there is nothing more wonderful than having your dreams come true. But some dreams were meant to stay dreams. Sometimes when our dream life sneaks into our waking world, it causes a chemical reaction.

			And when that happens, everything explodes.

			*     *     *

			I’M GIVEN ONLY a few days to prepare for the meeting. I put together a team, but, per Mr. Dade’s request, the first meeting will be private. Just the two of us.

			When Tom had told me that, I once again saw the suspicion in his eyes. It was easy to attack Tom’s mannerisms, even his management style, but not his intelligence. I made up a story as to how I had met Mr. Dade. How I had told him what I did for a living and boasted of professional successes as we stood in a painfully long airport security line. I said I had given Mr. Dade my card but been separated from him before getting the name of his company.

			Even as I utter my explanations and excuses, I can see their transparency. But I so want Tom to suspend disbelief. I want him to accept the ridiculous idea that I inadvertently and unknowingly gave a powerful CEO the pitch of a lifetime. I want him to put away that curious smile he’s been sharing with me these days. I want him to stop looking at me like he suddenly realizes that I might be hiding something under my boxy blazers and wide-legged pantsuits. I want him to stop treating me like I’m as unscrupulously ambitious as he is.

			Tom now stops to talk to me on a daily basis.

			But right now I’m not in the office. It’s Friday morning. I take extra care with my appearance. I pull my hair back into a severe twist. My navy blazer falls in a straight line to my hips without so much as a hint of femininity. I pair it with a matching straight skirt. There is no invitation whispered within the folds of this fabric. There’s nothing here to entice.

			As I stare at my reflection in my pale blue bathroom, I debate the problem of make-up. Without it I look softer, younger, more vulnerable.

			I always wear make-up.

			I drag a moist sponge across my skin, spreading foundation over my little imperfections; a small pimple along my hairline, the few freckles I earned while bicycling through those childhood days of summer . . . covering up all the tiny details that make me human. I darken my cheeks with bronzer and press a gray pencil against the tender flesh beneath my lower lashes.

			This is the version of me that I’m allowed to show the world. This is not the woman Mr. Dade met in Vegas.

			I buried that woman in a garment bag.

			*     *     *

			BECAUSE I ARRIVE at the offices of Maned Wolf Security Systems fifteen minutes early, I can pause to admire the building that houses them. It should have been cold with its darkly mirrored exterior but here, in Santa Monica, it reflects the sun and the palm trees that surround it, adding warmth to its power.

			And he had been warm when I had touched him. The kisses against my neck had been gentle even as he had pinned me up against the wall. Then there had been his fingers . . . when he had stroked me with them, pushed them inside me, playing me just so as if he was a master pianist bringing forth the aching notes of Beethoven’s Moonlight Sonata . . . warm, powerful. . . . 

			My purse vibrates as my phone jerks me back to reality.

			“Hello?”

			“Miss Fitzgerald? I’m Sonya, Mr. Dade’s executive assistant. There’s been a slight change of plans. Mr. Dade would like you to meet him at the bar Le Fête. It’s located one block south of our office building.”

			“Any particular reason for the relocation?”

			“Mr. Dade will of course cover the expense of anything you order and the valet.”

			That hadn’t been my question but it seems unlikely that this woman would have been able to give me a satisfactory answer.

			I look back up at the building and then down at the briefcase in my hand. “I’ll be there. . . . My firm will cover all additional expenses.”

			“May I ask how far away you are?”

			“I’m here,” I say, “at your building. One block away from Le Fête.”

			I hang up and walk past the building, with its darkly tinted windows and reflected palm trees, to Mr. Dade.

			*     *     *

			HE LOOKS THE SAME. I stand by the host station so I can discreetly observe him. He sits alone at a small bar table while he reads something on his iPad. He’s wearing a light gray cotton shirt with black trousers. Still no tie, no blazer, nothing that demands deference from the world he controls.

			Then again, Mr. Dade doesn’t need clothes to announce his authority. That statement is made in the way he holds himself. It’s in the intensity of his hazel eyes, the obvious strength of his body; it’s in the confidant smile he’s directing at me.

			Oh yes, he’s spotted me all right, and under the intensity of his gaze I have to work harder to remember the little things: keep your head up, walk with purpose, breath, don’t forget who you are.

			I walked through the maze of tables to his side. “Mr. Dade.” I keep my voice cool and professional as I offer him my hand.

			“Kasie.” He gets to his feet and presses his palm against mine, demonstrating a firm grip and holding on for far too long. “I am so glad to see you again.”

			He’s moving his thumb back and forth over my skin again. It’s such a small thing, something I should be able to easily brush off. But instead goose bumps pop up all over my arm.

			He notices and his smile gets a little wider. “Last time I saw you this fell out of your purse.” He holds up my business card. “I found it on the floor of my suite.”

			I yank away my hand and take a seat.

			“I always conduct my meetings in offices, Mr. Dade.”

			“Ah, but I’m afraid my office was ill-equipped for you today.”

			“Ill-equipped?”

			He nods and out of nowhere a waitress appears with two glasses balanced on a tray.

			“Iced tea.” She puts the tall glass in front of Mr. Dade. “And scotch on the rocks.”

			I feel myself heat up as she places the much shorter glass in front of me.

			“I thought of ordering a glass for myself,” he explains, “but then I remembered your willingness to share.”

			I stare down at the bobbing ice cubes in the light copper liquid.

			I know what can be done with those ice cubes.

			“I’m here for business, Mr. Dade.”

			He smiles and leans forward, propping his elbows on the slightly unsteady table. “You know my first name now. You’re allowed to use it.”

			“I think it’s better if we keep things professional.” There’s a slight quiver to my voice. Against my better judgment I reach for the drink.

			“Very well. Continue to call me Mr. Dade and I’ll continue to call you Kasie.”

			I take a long sip of the whiskey; the taste’s too familiar, the memories are too animated. “I’m here to talk to you about my ideas for Maned Wolf Security Systems.”

			“For the sake of convenience, let’s just call it Maned Wolf.”

			I nod. It’s the first nonloaded thing he’s said and I’m incredibly grateful for this small gift. “If you’re seriously considering taking Maned Wolf public, and the documents your staff e-mailed me suggest that you are, you need to grow your personal Internet security business. Everyone knows the government relies on you to keep its files safe. The average customer will want to feel like they’re buying in to that same level of protection.”

			“Why try to reach so many when I can reach a few who will pay me so much more?”

			“Because the greatest growth and most impressive profits fall to those who value volume over exclusivity. A single high-volume Starbucks will always be more profitable than Le Cirque.”

			“I see.” I watch as his mouth forms the words with exaggerated slowness. I like his mouth. Some would say it’s a little too big for his face but it’s sensual. “So you’re not a fan of exclusivity,” he continues. “You like to mix it up.”

			The innuendo is clear.

			“Mr. Dade, are you familiar with the sexual harassment laws of California?”

			“Kasie, are you telling me that you’re ready to go public with our little escapade in order to charge me?”

			I don’t answer. My hand’s clenched around the handle of my briefcase.

			“Have another sip of your drink . . . your ice is melting.”

			“Did you ask me here because you want to hear my proposals?” I want the question to sound like a challenge, not a plea.

			I’m not entirely successful with that.

			“Yes,” he says firmly. “I’ve done some checking. You’re a rising star at your firm. I’m paying for your expertise, that’s all.”

			I drink more of the scotch and wait for it to give me the artifice of courage. “You don’t need me.”

			“No, I don’t. But I do want you.”

			Another sip of scotch—it burns my throat and sharpens my edge. “My proposals.” I carefully prop up my briefcase on the edge of the table and then manage to take out a folder filled with material without dropping anything on the floor. “Shall we go over them now? Or should we reschedule?”

			I watch as his body shifts, changing its posture from one of provocation to one of welcome. He gestures to my file. “Please.”

			Even that simple word is a reminder.

			And yet I manage to keep my focus. I tell him stories of growth, unfathomable prosperity, the kind even a company like Maned Wolf has yet to achieve. But they could. My team could get them there. I could get them there. Given the chance, I can find those little flaws that can quietly hold a giant back from achieving an ultimate conquest. Sometimes those imperfections can be cut out, removed entirely. Sometimes they just need to be covered up with a little foundation.

			Mr. Dade listens. He’s an active listener. He doesn’t have to say a word. I can see he understands; sense when he approves, when he’s impressed, and when he’s not. I feed off this, changing my pitch ever so slightly with the changes of his expressions. I know when to give him more details about one thing, when to brush over another. We’re in sync.

			It’s business. It shouldn’t be sexy.

			And yet . . . 

			Eventually he steeples his long fingers. He’s the businessman, the pianist, the devil. “Of course you’re speaking in generalities,” he says. “In order to get specifics and introduce any idea that’s implementable, you’re going to have to look at our company a little more closely. Talk to the directors of the different divisions. You’re going to have to get inside the walls of my world.”

			“But I’m going to do so much more than that,” I quip. “I’m going to break those walls down. It’s the only way you can reach your potential.”

			He laughs. I’m feeling relaxed now. I’m enjoying myself.

			More than I should be.

			He places a credit card on the table; it’s the only hint our attentive server needs. It’s all I need, too. I get to my feet but he stops me with a small gesture of his hand.

			And again I find myself held by his gaze.

			The waiter charges the card, returns it; Mr. Dade writes in a ridiculously large tip before escorting me out. “Where did you park?”

			I jerk my chin in the direction of my car.

			He starts walking with me. He doesn’t ask if it’s okay.

			“I hate your suit.”

			“Good thing you don’t have to wear it,” I say. There’s my car, parked parallel on the street, ready to spirit me to safety.

			“Neither do you.”

			I stop in front of my car. My keys are in my purse. I need to get them out, right now. Why can’t I move?

			I feel his hands even though they’re not touching my skin. They’re on my lapel. He’s unbuttoning my jacket, removing it from my shoulders, pulling it off of me, right here in the middle of a busy sidewalk. I can’t let people see him doing this to me. I can’t let him do it period.

			Sometimes I’m shocked by how weak the word can’t can be.

			“This is my suit,” I whisper.

			“It’s a habit.”

			I look up at him, making a silent request for clarification.

			“Like the habit of a nun,” he says. “Clothes designed to hide every curve, every alluring detail, a respectable choice for a woman who has chosen a life of chastity. But . . .”

			He pauses and brings his hand to the back of my neck. I shiver as his fingers slide up, then down, then up again to the base of my skull, into my hair. “. . . We both know, you’re no nun.”

			“I’m dating someone. We’re going to get married.”

			“Really?” The corners of his mouth twitch. “Well, habits come in all different forms, don’t they? Some women hide their true selves under multiple layers. Sometimes those layers are made of fabric, some are made of misguided relationships.”

			“You don’t know anything about my relationship. You don’t know me.”

			“Perhaps not. But I know what you look like when you’re completely stripped of all those layers.”

			My skirt hangs straight to my knees; my shirt reveals nothing. And yet I feel naked, standing here on the sidewalk, being quietly inspected by this man whose vision is aided by one intimate night I had recklessly given him.

			People are watching. I don’t have to look at the many pedestrians passing by to know it. I feel their gaze the way I felt it in Vegas.

			But there is one important distinction: in Vegas audacity has a home. Displaying myself in that tight dress in front of a room full of stares: it fit with the expectations of the city. It’s all detailed in the brochures. Vegas has a fantasy-based economy. It’s just how it is.

			But here, standing in front of a Santa Monica office building, miles away from the street performers who line the Promenade, Mr. Dade’s attention is out of place.

			People are looking at us. They can see the sparks, feel the tension. They want to know what’s going to happen next.

			I want to know what’s going to happen next.

			But I can’t give in to that. I suck in a sharp breath, roll my shoulders back, try not to feel their stares, his stare.

			“You’ve put me in a difficult position, Mr. Dade.” Is that my voice, filled with convincing but false confidence and composure? Is that me staring into his eyes, as if daring him to push me? “My boss thinks I slept with you to get this account. You’ve compromised my professional reputation.”

			He tilts his head to one side as his eyes continue to slide up and down my body the way his fingers moved over my neck only a moment ago. “I don’t throw business to every woman I sleep with. Only the ones with Harvard business degrees.”

			“Ah,” I say. “Well then I guess it’s a good thing I didn’t go to Yale.”

			I gently pull away from him, turn, and get in my car. His warm laughter follows me as I make my exit.

			I’m miles away before I realize he still has my blazer.

		

	
		
			
			CHAPTER 4
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			IT’S FRIDAY NIGHT. I cook dinner for Dave at my place on Friday nights. Always. It’s a little ritual that erases some of the irksome uncertainty from our lives.

			Now he sits at my dining room table eating rosemary chicken and steamed asparagus. A glass of white wine sits untouched by his plate.

			“I’ve worked out a budget for the ring,” he says.

			“A budget?”

			“I was thinking we should spend around twelve thousand,” he suggests. “Twelve thousand buys quality, not flash. We want to keep it real, right?”

			I turn my gaze to the glass door leading to my backyard. Dave is always suggesting we keep things real, but he doesn’t seem to actually know what the term means or how to properly apply it.

			Do I? When Mr. Dade slid that ice cube up my thigh, when he kissed me in a place where Dave would never kiss me, when he teased me with the flick of his tongue . . . was that real? It had felt more real than anything. And at the same time it hadn’t felt real at all.

			I look back at the table. It’s made of a dark-stained wood that’s been polished to an inch of its life. It’s solid, dependable, useful. It’s real. Just like Dave.

			Mr. Dade is the first man who has ever made me come while I was standing up. He’s the first man who’s ever seen me naked while he remained fully clothed. Even now I can see him, circling me, assessing, planning, wanting. . . . 

			I squirmed in my seat.

			“Are you all right?” It’s Dave’s voice. The voice of caution and reason. The voice I should be listening to. “You seem . . . agitated tonight.”

			The word prickles my skin. “I have a new account . . . the biggest I’ve ever worked on. I suppose it . . . has me on edge.”

			“God knows, I relate to that. I’m buried these days, too. You know how it is.”

			I do. Dave’s a tax attorney. Like me, he likes things he can count on, and you can always count on the overprivileged to cheat on their taxes. That’s where Dave comes in. The rich give him the money they refuse to share with the IRS, and Dave makes their worries disappear.

			As I watch him finish his meal, I realize that I want to be something he can count on. And I want him to make my worries vanish like the invisible money he hides away in tax shelters.

			He eats his last bite and I stand up and walk behind him. My hands go to his shoulders and I begin to knead away the tension. “Stay the night, Dave.”

			“Hmm, I was planning on it.” He lifts the glass of wine to his mouth while I lift my fingers and run them through his blond hair. Moving in front of him I straddle his lap.

			“I want you, Dave.”

			“What’s gotten into you?” he asks with a wary smile. The wineglass goes back on the table.

			I lean forward and let my teeth graze his earlobe. “It’s what I want to get into me that’s important.”

			He doesn’t respond. His hands go hesitantly to the small of my back.

			This could be good. This could be real.

			“You don’t need to be gentle with me tonight,” I whisper. Again my hand goes to his hair but this time I gather it in my fist and pull his head back so he’s staring into my eyes. “I want you to tear off my clothes. I want you to hold me down while you press inside.”

			“Wait, you want . . .” His words fade off; I can feel his hands trembling against me.

			“Mmm, I want a lot, ferocity, passion, animalism. . . . Overpower me. Tonight I want to be wicked.” My voice is teasing and sweet. “Dave, will you fuck me tonight?”

			In an instant he’s pushed me off of his lap; I have to reach for the table to steady myself as he leaps away from me.

			“What’s going on?” He appears disoriented and lost. “This isn’t you. You never talk like this.”

			The sweetness is gone. His bewilderment is pushing him toward anger.

			He’s looking at me with . . . disgust. “You don’t even swear!”

			Shrinking back, I can feel the shame spiraling up my spine and taking hold of my heart. “I was . . . I just thought . . .”

			I wither under the hostility of his stare. The power I felt only a second ago is gone. “I guess I’m just overtired,” I finish, lamely.

			He hesitates. He knows that being tired doesn’t explain anything at all but I can see he likes the simplicity of the excuse. He wants to accept it. “You’re overwhelmed at work,” he says carefully, testing his own ability to defy logic. “That’s always exhausting. I know how it is.”

			“Yes,” I say, although my voice is so quiet, it’s unclear if he can hear me.

			“I think we should call it an early night after all.” He takes his jacket, pulls it on. His words are coming a little faster now as he implements his escape. “Sleep is what you need. I’ll be back at . . . shall we say eleven tomorrow morning? I have a list of jewelry stores we should start with.”

			I nod. I can’t speak. Not without crying. Dave wants to get away from the demon that briefly possessed me. He assumes it will slither away after I slip under the covers, alone in my bed.

			He crosses to me again, and gives me a brief, gentlemanly kiss on the lips. It’s the kiss of forgiveness.

			My shame curls up my throat, choking me.

			As he opens the door to leave, he turns back with a sympathetic smile. “We’ll want to go to several of these stores before we make a decision. Weigh our options and all that.”

			Again, I nod.

			“So don’t forget to wear sensible shoes. I don’t want you to be uncomfortable.”

			He blows me a kiss just before the door closes behind him.

			Gently, I pick up his wineglass. I take a moment to appreciate the way the overhead lights make the pale liquid sparkle before I bring it to my lips. The taste is floral, sweet, pure. Angelic.

			I let these notes play on my tongue before hurling the glass across the room.

			I walk forward and step down on the mess I’ve made, enjoying the sound of shattered glass crunching beneath my sensible shoes.

			*     *     *

			IT’S LATE NOW. I’ve taken a shower, tried to rinse away the embarrassment and anger with a cheap shampoo. I went too far, that’s all. Like the corporations I work with, I am multifaceted, complicated. And like the corporations, there are some departments of my soul that just need to be shut down.

			But I do have my strengths. I’m good at my job. I can recognize untapped potential, see strength where others see nothing, and I can find ways to optimize those strengths until all anyone else sees is power.

			I sit down at my computer, my hair wet and hanging over the white cotton of a short Donna Karan robe. The terrycloth lining soaks up the moisture from my body and adds a softness that the night has lacked so far.

			I send Mr. Dade an e-mail: “I need to meet with the director of your mobile phone security software division. Can we set up a meeting for Monday?”

			It’s an obvious area for growth. Already there’s been buzz about some of the products they’ve introduced. It addresses a need, feeds into a society’s fears . . . there is always so much profit in fear. Insurance companies, Hollywood thrillers, cars with more airbags than cup-holders—they all bank on it.

			My Mac chimes as a message pops up: an invitation from Mr. Dade for video conferencing.

			My fingers hover over the keyboard, then move to the belt of my robe, pulling it a little tighter. I could ignore this. It’s eleven o’clock on a Friday night.

			I should have waited until I was dressed to send that e-mail.

			I could dress now, put on a suit, pin up my hair, but who wears a suit while at home at eleven on a Friday night? He’ll know I made an effort for him, not an effort to please but an effort nonetheless. He’ll know the affect he’s had on me, and that simply is not an acceptable option.

			For some reason, rejecting the invitation doesn’t feel like an option, either. And part of me knows that my thinking, my compulsion to press Accept, is no good. But I don’t listen to that part of me. Not tonight. It’s speaking with too soft a voice for me to feel the weight of its wisdom.

			I press Accept.

			Mr. Dade appears on my screen like an apparition I summoned from some dark imaginings. He’s composed as he watches me from the comfort of his home. In the background I can see his bed. The duvet is a light, glowing orange that reminds me of flames.

			“I didn’t expect to hear from you,” he says. “Do you always work this late on Friday nights?”

			“It was just an e-mail,” I say, trying to keep my expression cool, lofty, compensating for the intimacy of the white robe. “I wasn’t expecting to conference. It was your invitation that was out of place.”

			“Ah, but it was a working e-mail. I assume you’ll bill me for the time it took you to write it, and probably for the extra minutes it took you to think of it, and even to turn your computer on, probably. You choose your own schedule, Kasie. You chose this as a working hour, and right now you’re working for me. It’s my expectation that during the hours that you work for me, you make yourself fully available . . . to me.”

			The words excite me but I press my lips into a hard line that I hope will help me draw the line in the sand that is necessary here. “I’m always available to talk about work, Mr. Dade.”

			“You can call me Robert.”

			“If we were friends, I would call you Robert.”

			“And we’re not friends?”

			He leans back and for the first time, I can see the graceful curves of the chair he sits in. An antique, perhaps from the eighteenth century. It’s a chair that speaks of domination and royalty, but mostly it speaks of money.

			I understand money. I can handle it, manipulate it. I can handle this man in his ridiculously expensive chair.

			“No,” I say firmly. “We’re not friends.”

			“Lovers then? What do you call your lovers, Kasie? Do you address them by their last names? Their first? Or do you turn to words that are a bit more descriptive in nature?”

			“We’re not lovers.”

			“Oh, you’re wrong there. I’ve felt you beneath me, I’ve held those beautiful breasts, I’ve been inside your walls. I know where to touch you to make you lose control.”

			“It was just one night.” I try to keep the chill in my tone but I can see that my line in the sand is now threatened by the tide. “An anomaly. I am not your lover now.”

			“Ah, but then why do you respond to me as if you are?”

			The words penetrate. They toy with my nerves and strain my willpower. I look away from the screen. This is stupid. It’s not in my plans. I’ve cleaned up the shards of glass from the dining room floor. Nothing else has to be broken.

			“I want to meet with your directors, your engineers,” I say, still keeping my eyes away from the computer. I need to steady my voice, my breathing. “I want to talk to them about your capabilities.”

			“Do you remember when you touched me here?”

			I turn to look at the screen and with a graceful, almost languid ease he pulls off the black T-shirt he’s wearing. He’s perfect, beautiful, powerful; he runs his fingers over scratch marks on the skin that covers his heart.

			Had I done that? I remember dragging my fingernails over his back but . . . oh yes, it was when he had pulled me from the wall and lowered me to the floor. He had gently pinched my nipples as I had pressed my hips against his, no control, just lust, desire, and that feeling . . . the feeling of him touching me, the feeling of him opening me up, thrusting inside of me until there were no words at all.

			“Do you remember where I touched you, Kasie?”

			I’m blushing now and, knowing that he can see that only makes me blush more. I reach for the lapel of my robe. I don’t open it, just run my fingers over it, carefully hanging on to the last remnants of restraint I have.

			“Open your robe, Kasie.”

			“I can’t do that, Mr. Dade. I need you to stay focused. I have to talk to you about business . . . security . . . public perception . . . there are strategies that we can implement.”

			His mouth curves into a small smile and I lose my thinly held train of thought as I remember what those lips felt like as they traveled up my inner thigh.

			“Oh, I’m very focused. And trust me when I tell you that I am implementing a strategy.”

			“I’m not your project, Mr. Dade.”

			“No, you’re my lover, Kasie. And I’m telling you to show me where I touched you.”

			This is the time to take my hands away from my robe. This is the time to turn off the computer. This is the time to hold everything together—white wine, not whiskey; quiet dinners at home, not wild nights in Vegas; no more shards of glass.

			“Open your robe, Kasie.”

			I pull on the edges of my lapel, my robe opens just a little wider, and he can see the inner outline of my breasts.

			“A little wider, Miss Fitzgerald.” He says the last words teasingly. He’s mocking me, daring me. It’s childish and should be so easy to resist.

			I pull the robe open a little wider still. I look into his eyes and again I feel his power . . . but this time I feel it entering me. I can breath it; it fills me, touches me, like a caress.

			With steady hands I pull the robe all the way back. It hangs loosely from my shoulders. I hold his gaze, all trepidation suddenly gone. I roll my shoulders back, my fingers slip down to my nipples that reach out to him, hard and ready.

			“You touched me here.”

			And now we’re against the wall of the Venetian and again I can feel him, I can wrap myself around his fierce energy.

			“Where else?”

			My fingers move to the outline of breasts before tracing a line down from my ribs to my stomach. “You touched me here.”

			And I can feel him kissing the base of my neck, that little hollow area where the flesh is softest and the most sensitive.

			“Where else?”

			My fingers keep going lower. He can’t see where they are but he knows; I can see from his eyes that he knows.

			And I feel him deep inside me. I burn to be on that fire-colored bed. “You touched me here,” I gasp.

			I know I’m affecting him. The power is coming from both of us now. His breathing is a little faster; his eyes convey a little more urgency. His own hands move below the screen and I know what he’s touching, I know its details, know its strength . . . I want to feel it again. I want to taste it the way he tasted me.

			“You entered me here.” I breathe, feeling, stroking the dampness between my legs. He moans as I throw back my head, my control quickly leaving me. I can feel his eyes, almost as good as his hands, and oh his hands had been so good. And still, I touch myself, replicating his caresses. I am immersed in his desire, in my own.

			“Kasie,” he whispers. My name is the final caress I need. My free hand grabs the armrest of my chair and my hips push forward as I follow this dangerous path to its only possible conclusion. I hear him moan again. I know I’m not alone. I know what I’m doing, to him, to myself.

			My body shakes as the orgasm comes with a convulsing and heart-wrenching power. It’s the final chord of an erotic rhapsody that leaves me with the mingled emotions of satisfaction and endless longing.

			For a moment I don’t move. My eyes are closed and the only sound is of my breathing and his. Across the city, by my side, he’s everywhere.

			And the little voice that had tried to talk to me before, the voice that comes from the part of me I should have listened to, now whispers in resignation, You’ve broken another glass.

			My throat tightens and with a shaking hand I reach for my keyboard . . . 

			 . . . and disconnect.

		

	
		
			
			CHAPTER 5

			[image: •]

			I SIT IN MY living room waiting. Waiting for Dave. Waiting for the chaos. Something is churning inside of me. A brew of disaster mixed with an impetuous desire. I have to get it out of me. Throw it in the sewer along with all the other toxic waste that dirties our lives. But what I can’t do is add deceit to that bubbling pot of trouble. Dave has to be told . . . something.

			I stand and walk to my window and stare up at a brightly backlit sky of gray. Can I blame Dave for my recent mistakes? I’d like to. Wedding jitters run amok, that’s all. My subconscious telling me that his proposed union isn’t as perfect as I once imagined. He had rejected me so easily last night, like he would a homeless person holding out a hand for change. Dismissed me with a smile, a polite expression of sympathy and repulsion.

			It was rejection that stirred that brew, insult that spurred my rebellion. So I will talk to Dave. I’ll face the music. And if the music is rough, I’ll find a way to smooth out its edges, I’ll unplug the electric guitars and dismantle the bass until there’s nothing left but a soft, unthreatening tune that I can sway to.

			It’s not until the doorbell rings that I have second thoughts.

			Dave stands on my doorstep with a dozen white roses. There had been white roses at the luncheon where we first met . . . six years ago. Forever ago . . . but right now the memory’s close enough to touch. When he walked me to my car, we had passed a florist and Dave had insisted that I, too, have white roses; he bought me a dozen to take home. He had asked for my number then and I had been moved to give it to him. Most girls will give up something for a bouquet: a phone number, a smile, even anger. But of course the most frequent price for such a gift is the loss of one’s resolve.

			I move aside, let him in, and watch as he disappears into my kitchen then reemerges with the roses arranged neatly in a vase. He finds the perfect place for them on my dining table.

			Dave and I still haven’t said so much as hello but the roses are speaking with something more tangible than words.

			“I overreacted last night,” he says. He’s starring at the roses, not me, but I don’t mind the evasion. “I didn’t want to move to LA, did you know that? I just did it for work.”

			I shrug noncommittally. He’s told me this before but I don’t see how it’s relevant.

			“It’s such a gaudy city,” he continues. “A place where the men smile at you with bleached white teeth and the women thrust their fake boobs in your face. Everyone here is aggressive but the women . . . they act like men. Like drag queens with a lust for exhibitionism. They’re not ladies. They’re not you.”

			“I’m a lady?”

			“But you’re also strong,” Dave adds quickly. He sits in one of my upholstered dining room chairs. “Strong, ambitious, controlled, quiet, beautiful.” He pauses as he works to find a metaphor. “You’re a concealed weapon. A pistol hidden inside an Hermès handbag.”

			I like the image.

			“The woman with the Hermès knows that she can only reach for that gun when she needs to keep the wolves at bay. Only in cases of extreme danger. Because a gun in the hand is vulgar, common,” he says. “But when it’s kept neatly in a couture bag, it becomes something else.”

			As the metaphor is stretched, it loses its appeal. A gun that can’t be handled becomes useless. It’s denied its raison d’être.

			But I see his point. Last night I wasn’t the woman he wanted me to be, the woman I had always been with him, the woman he had fallen in love with. Last night the gun had come out of the bag.

			“I overreacted last night,” he says again. “But you scared me. Not because what you said was so extreme but because it wasn’t something you would say.”

			He rises again, pulls a single rose from the bouquet, and extends it toward me. “Remember when I first bought you white roses? The day we met?”

			“I had just finished graduate school,” I say, nodding at the memory. “Ellis took me to her Notre Dame alumni event because the Harvard events weren’t bringing me any interesting job offers. ”

			“I remember the way you held yourself,” he says, “your modesty and your strength. . . . As soon as I saw you, I wanted to be near you.”

			My eyes focus on the flowers as my mind travels back.

			Dave had looked good that day. Boyish, sweet . . . maybe a little awkward in his red-pinstriped shirt and navy tie worn in a city where ties are reserved for car salesmen and bank clerks. But I liked that he didn’t play by the LA-style rules. He stood out. He was a throwback to a time and place where educated men were expected to be gentlemen and elitism wasn’t such a dirty word.

			He was shy when we first started talking but he quickly gathered confidence as we delved further into our conversation. He said he would put in a good word for me with the global consulting firm I had once hoped to work for. They had declined to recruit me right out of Harvard but Dave’s godfather was the company’s founder. He could give me the perversely rare and exceedingly cultivated second chance.

			And then he started to tell me about himself, how he had been living in LA for two years. He hated the smog, hated the traffic, hated the people and the Hollywood culture. But he liked his law firm and loved the wealth he was able to coax out of the city’s Armani-stitched pockets. It would be irresponsible for him to leave just so he could live in a city more to his taste.

			And right then I knew Dave and I were alike. He followed the rules. He was responsible, pragmatic—he wasn’t governed by temptation or rash whims. Dave was steady. And standing there by his side, a Harvard grad with a mountain of student loan debt and not a single job offer from a company I had any desire to work for, well, steady seemed nice . . . even sexy.

			And I had wanted to be near him, too.

			He pushes the rose farther forward so now the petals are touching the base of my neck. The gesture brings me back to the present.

			“Don’t change, Kasie,” he says. “You’re the only thing about this city that makes it bearable. When I’m with you, I feel like I’m not really so far from the town where I grew up. When I’m with you, it feels like home.”

			And now he takes another step forward; the rose remains where it is, delicate petals against my skin. “Don’t change. Please don’t change.”

			This is the man who I wanted to blame for my own misbehavior. This is the man who I betrayed twice in one week. This is the man who sees me as I want to be seen. In his eyes I’m a lady, a deadly weapon in a designer bag. Dave sees the aspiration of what I want to be while Mr. Dade sees the woman I’ve been running from. Dade sees the version of me that I tried to bury in a garment bag.

			I should have seen that, should have understood before I accepted the invitation to digress.

			I have never had to search for my role in life. It’s always been assigned to me. By my parents, my teachers, by this man with his white, white roses. My sister chose a different path. No one in my family talks about her anymore. Like the Ancient Egyptians who would erase the image, and names of the gods who had fallen out of favor, my family has simply erased my sister from our lives. I live the life I’m expected to live and I’m loved for it. Why change patterns now?

			“I’m going to buy you a ring today,” Dave says.

			And I nod and smile.

			*     *     *

			STORE AFTER STORE, ring after ring, none of them feel right. One’s too heavy, another too murky. Diamond after diamond, each one is sharp enough to cut glass. Each one of them speaks to a convention that dates back to the fifteenth century. A history splattered with blood and greed. There are more innocent traditions. In colonial times, men would give women thimbles as an expression of eternal companionship. I wouldn’t know what to do with a thimble.

			But I’m not sure I know what to do with a diamond, either.

			“Maybe another stone?” I suggest, eying the bold red of a ruby.

			The woman behind the counter smiles the smile that all salespeople smile when they smell money. “It’s untreated.” She pulls the ring out of the glass case and hands it to me. “Just pulled out of the ground, cut and polished.”

			Dave wrinkles his nose. He doesn’t like the sound of this but I’m entranced. I hold the gem up to the light.

			“All rubies have their little imperfections,” the saleswoman continues. “Incursions of rutile needles. We call them silks. The ruby is a more complex stone than the diamond. Their imperfections distinguish them.”

			Silks. I warm to the term. Even the imperfections are made to sound elegant.

			“We want a diamond,” Dave says definitively. “It’s more . . . pure.”

			I don’t know if that’s true. Decades of oppression of South Africans verses the brutish military dictatorship of the ruby-rich Myanmar. Injustice and pain all for pretty little stones that are supposed to symbolize love. Still, maybe that’s fitting when you consider the actual nature of love.

			“Would it be so inappropriate for us to do something different?” I ask Dave.

			Dave hesitates. I can see the conflict in his eyes. I know he’s measuring the size of his guilt over last night’s rudeness against his true wishes.

			But the guilt wins. “If you really want the ruby, you should have it.” He kisses my cheek and slips his arm around my tensed shoulders. “I want you to be absolutely and truly happy.”

			As I slip the ruby onto my finger I wonder if it’s wise to wish for anything as fleeting and insubstantial as absolute happiness.

			*     *     *

			HOURS LATER AND minutes after Dave has gone off to play racquetball with one of his firm’s partners, I sit at home, contemplating . . . well, everything.

			I don’t have the ring with me. The price had exceeded the budget Dave had carved out. So we had walked away; he told the saleswoman he wanted to think about it, and she had assured us both that she would talk to her manager to see if she could get us a slightly lower price. Dave told me it was just the first step in a bargaining process, that the markup on gemstones was so high, not haggling was an act of audacity. But I would have my ring. He would put it on my finger and it would stay there . . . forever. Just as we had always planned.

			I roll the word around in my head: forever. I don’t know what that means.

			I grab a Forbes magazine from the coffee table and start flipping through it, but I can’t focus.

			There isn’t a single logical reason why I shouldn’t marry Dave. He’s doing everything he’s supposed to do. Getting me the ring I want in exchange for my agreement to be the person I’ve been for my entire life. All he wants is for me to abandon my recent vagaries of nature. Compromises are the support beams that hold up every relationship.

			My compromise is only to give up a part of myself that I’m already uncomfortable with.

			So why does that seem so impossible?

			Suddenly I’m tired. I close my eyes, lean my head against the back of my cream-leather armchair.

			I can see Mr. Dade’s face against the darkness of my closed lids. I can feel him, sense him. I feel a throbbing that’s becoming familiar.

			This is not good.

			I get up and walk to the kitchen and pour Evian into a crystal water glass. Fantasies are normal. I know that. Is this really so different from fantasizing about an actor, a rock star, a male model staring out of a Diesel jeans ad?

			Yes. Because I have never touched the actor, the rock star, the model. I’ve never taken off my robe for those people. I have never asked them to take off my panties. I don’t know what their fingers feel like.

			I want to close my eyes but I can’t because he’s there. It takes conscious effort to keep him out of my head. Keeping his image away is as challenging as winning at arm wrestling. If I relax, if I let the strength of the memories overpower me, I’m lost.

			I sip the water. I know I’m a little lost already because while I can still keep his image away when my eyes are open, I can’t push away the memory of his touch. Even now, as I try, I get wet.

			I unbutton the top of my jeans and cautiously slip my hand in.

			When I touch myself, I jump, surprised by my own sensitivity. I shouldn’t be doing this, thinking about the wrong man, remembering . . . 

			My phone chimes and I jump again and quickly look around the room as if there could possibly be someone there to see me. I remove my hand and rinse it under the warm water of my kitchen faucet. Then, with my jeans still unbuttoned and loose around my waist, I leave the room and find my phone next to the roses on the dining table.

			And printed across its screen is Mr. Dade’s name. Just a text, a request that my team meet at his office on Tuesday at 9:30 a.m. for a tour of the facilities. There’s nothing there to bait me, worry me, delight me . . . nothing but his name.

			And that’s enough to do all that and more.

			I press my fingers against the touch screen: I want to meet earlier.

			A moment passes, then two before he answers in the form of a question: How early can your team be here?

			They’ll be at your office at 9:30 am this Tuesday, I reply, then pause before adding, I’ll be there at 8:00.

			Another moment of silence as I wait for his response. Time is stretching out as the knots tighten in my stomach.

			And then there it is, his answer summed up in one word.

			Yes.

		

	
		
			
			CHAPTER 6
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			ON TUESDAY I walk into the dark glass building. My heels click against a marble floor as I approach the elevators, and with each click my pulse speeds up, just a little but enough . . . enough to remind me that I might just be in over my head.

			I don’t hesitate or look at the board to verify his office number. I know where I’m going; I’m just not clear on what I’m going to do when I get there.

			There’s a waiting area outside his office but there’s no one sitting at the assistant’s desk. The door is open for me and I can see a cup of coffee and a small box of pastries sitting on a side table by the window, seemingly forgotten. And then I see him, at his desk, his head bent over some papers. Drops of water in his salt-and-pepper hair catch the light and hint at a recent shower.

			I stop a moment and picture that: Robert Dade standing naked in the shower, water washing over him, his eyes closed, lost in his own thoughts and the feeling of the warmth against his skin, quiet, vulnerable to the world. I imagine myself sneaking into the shower behind him, running my fingers through his hair as he tenses with surprise, then relaxes into my caress. I imagine sliding soap-covered hands down his back, to his ass, around his hips, and then stroking his cock until he’s clean and hard and perfect.

			The sharp inhale of breath is enough to bring his attention away from those papers before him. He looks up at me, sees the color of my cheeks, and smiles.

			I dig my fingernails into my palms and try to focus on the pain. I’ve had days to think this through. I’m not here to engage in fantasies. I’m here to end things. I’m here so I can make a clean break and be the woman I want to be. The signs in national parks tell us to stay on the path. If we wander off them, we may get lost; we might crush the very things that brought us to the park to begin with.

			I walk into the office, determined to stay on the path, even as I close the door behind me.

			Looking into his eyes I can read an encyclopedia’s worth of information. He wants me. He’s curious. Like me, he doesn’t know what to expect and he wants to know where the line is today, the line between pulling me in and pushing me away.

			“It’s going to stop,” I say.

			“It?” he asks from his seat.

			My voice is even and so much cooler than my warming cheeks. “No more transgressions, no more mistakes. It’s done. Dave and I . . . we’ve decided on a ring.”

			“Dave.” He says the name carefully as he rises and steps around his desk but not in front of it, still looking for that line in the sand. “That’s his name?”

			I nod in acknowledgment. “He’s a good man. Kind, considerate . . . he buys me white roses.” The words are shooting out of my mouth like arrows but I have no aim. Not one has come close to hitting its mark.

			“Then he doesn’t know you very well.”

			“He’s known me for six years—most of my adult life.”

			“Which means there’s no excuse for his ignorance.” He takes a step forward. “White roses are pretty but they have nothing to do with who you are. You’re more of an African violet. Have you ever seen an African violet?”

			I shake my head.

			“It’s a flower that often comes in the deepest of purples, the color of royalty.” He studies me, folding his arms casually across his broad chest. “Its petals are velvety; they actually seem to want to be touched. And at its center, it’s core, the very spot where the bees can coax out its nectar, it’s a vibrant gold. Its sensuality isn’t cartoonish like the Anthurium and it’s not as clichéd as the orchid, which is too fragile to be compared to you anyway. The African violet is strong, enticing, and its beauty can be seen, but to fully appreciate its depth, it needs to be touched. It’s a very intricate flower.”

			“No,” I say, “I like traditional roses. I don’t care if they’re common. They’re simple, elegant . . . sweet.” I straighten my back but don’t meet his eyes. “It has to stop,” I whisper. “No more mistakes.”

			“We haven’t made any mistakes. Everything we’ve done was considered and deliberate.”

			“No, I didn’t think it through. I was . . . overwhelmed.”

			He smiles again. I like his smile. I like the way it makes him look younger and mischievous. I like the way it heats the inside of my stomach . . . and other parts of me.

			“I didn’t carry you away from the blackjack table,” he says. “You walked with me. You ordered whiskey.”

			“It was just meant to be a drink.”

			He takes another step forward.

			“You rode the elevator to my room.”

			Another step.

			“You made yourself comfortable, accepted a glass of very expensive scotch.”

			Another step.

			“And when I tasted that scotch on your skin, you grabbed my shirt.”

			And another. His hand reaches forward as he grabs the front of my white silk blouse. His other hand goes to my hip, then slides to my belly, then lower.

			I gasp as he cups me.

			“You asked me to take off your panties.”

			The skirt I’m wearing is too loose today. It allows him too much access. I feel his hand press against the cloth that separates skin from skin, applying just the right amount of pressure. I dig my nails deeper into my palms but the pain is dulling, becoming insignificant in the face of other sensations.

			“Ask me to stop and I will,” he says quietly. “But don’t tell me that it’s going to stop. This isn’t an it. This is you and this is me. We’ve always had the option of restraint. We’ve had the power to say no.” He lessens the pressure of his hand. “Or yes,” and with that word his hand begins to move, back and forth. I feel myself respond, my hips aching to move along with the motion.

			“Ask me to stop, Kasie, if that’s what you want. All you have to do is ask.”

			“Mr. Dade,” I whisper before breathing, “Robert.”

			“Yes.” He says. The word doesn’t sound like a question. It’s a proclamation. A statement of what is and what isn’t.

			I grasp the hand that still holds my shirt, I look into those eyes, I read what’s there.

			“Robert Dade,” I say quietly, “stop.”

			His hands fall away. Without breaking eye contact he takes a step back. My breathing is still irregular. I wait for my arousal to dissipate. But it doesn’t. It just shifts, morphs into something else.

			Something that feels a lot like power.

			I smile.

			Walking in a half circle around him I find myself stopping when his back is to me. I close the distance I had just asked him to place between us.

			I shouldn’t. But I do.

			I let my fingers move up into his hair, just like in my fantasy. And just as I predicted, he tenses and then relaxes.

			“You took my jacket,” I whisper into his ear.

			I hook my fingers around his sports jacket and pull it off of him before deliberately dropping it on the floor. I can see his beautiful form and I press myself against him, crushing my breasts into that area below his shoulder blades, where his muscular back begins to taper down to his narrow waist.

			“This will be the last time,” I say. “This morning will mark the end. This is the last time I’ll stray from the path.”

			He turns and looks at me. He’s trying to find the connection between my words and the small smile that plays on my lips.

			“This is the last time,” I say again, backing up to his desk. I’m a little nervous and I’m shocked by what I’m saying, what I’m wanting, what I’m doing.

			“This is the last time,” I say one more time as I lean back against his desk and open my legs. “So let’s make it good.”

			And in less than a second he’s on me. His mouth is crushed against mine as he pulls my hair, his hand reaches up my skirt, and I feel him roughly pull my panties aside before his fingers plunge inside of me. This time I don’t resist. His mouth tastes both bitter and sweet. His fingers start to move faster and I gently bite his lip and struggle to hold back my moans.

			I start working on the buttons of his shirt. I’m desperate to touch him, every part of him. I don’t want to leave anything to the imagination or to the memories I’ve spent so many hours reliving.

			This is the last time, and I’m going to make it good.

			And now his chest is bare and exposed, mine to stroke and taste. My mouth moves to his neck as his fingers continue to move, taking his pulse with my tongue. When his thumb slips back up to my clit, I moan again, and this time I’m not quick enough to suppress the sound.

			He can’t see my face as my mouth moves down to one shoulder then across to the other, shoulders that seem as strong as the shoulders of Atlas. No, he can’t see my face but he can feel me react as the orgasm begins. My whole body shakes with its impact.

			I’m pulling off his belt now, unbuttoning his pants, reaching for what’s waiting for me. As his pants fall to the ground my fingers slide to the base and then trace a line right up that vein to the ridge that marks the beginning of the tip.

			And now it’s his stifled moan that teases the room. It’s his breathing that is out of control as he undoes my shirt, unhooks my bra, runs his hands up my breasts, gently pinching my nipples as he kisses my hair.

			I take off my skirt all by myself. I want to give him this and I want to give myself everything he has to offer. The experience needs to be not just tactile but visceral. I’m breathing him in, feeling his touch. . . . 

			I want to taste him.

			I lower myself to my knees and let my tongue dance over his erection, loving the way it hardens even more, yearning for me, waiting for me, begging for me.

			When I take him in my mouth, he makes a sound that reminds me of a growl.

			The effect I have on him increases my eagerness, my sense of urgency, my need. As my mouth continues to work, my hands move up and down his stomach, his hips, his legs.

			And then, he pulls me away. Lifts me back up onto the desk, pushes my thighs apart, stares into my eyes for just a moment before pressing forcefully inside of me.

			I cry out as I instantly come again. I’m filled with him, his taste still on my lips, my hands grasping his shoulders as he moves, pushing in again and again. His eyes return to mine, and this time he holds my gaze. I can’t look away. My hips have found his rhythm and greedily rise to meet each thrust as if daring him to go further. He pushes my knee to my chest, giving himself a new advantage.

			And as my third orgasm explodes through me, I feel him shudder, feel him coming, feel the intensity of us.

			As we stay there, pressed against each other, the room smelling of coffee and sex I hear him mutter . . . perhaps to himself, perhaps to me, “Last time, my ass.”

			*     *     *

			FIFTEEN MINUTES LATER I step back out into Mr. Dade’s waiting room, alone, fully dressed but still smoothing the newly made creases out of my blouse. I don’t look up to see Mr. Dade’s executive assistant until I sit down on the sofa.

			She has dark, auburn hair and big green eyes that remind me of king-sized marbles. And she’s watching me. I suck in an audible breath of surprise and she replies with an inquisitive smile.

			How long has she been there? Did she hear us?

			But does it matter what she heard? The point is she knows! Those green marbles weren’t reflecting the image I had so carefully crafted for the people around me. Instead she sees a woman driven by the basest of impulses, a woman who snuck into an office building at eight in the morning so she could fuck her new client.

			A woman who takes what she wants.

			The words are coming from a little voice inside my own head. It’s not a voice that I’m very familiar with. The angel on my right shoulder defeated the devil on my left eons ago. But now the devil speaks. It’s the angel who struggles to find her voice.

			“Would you like a glass of water?” the woman asks. She tilts her head to the side, causing her auburn hair to fall over one shoulder.

			I nod silently and her smile widens as she leaves the room and then returns with a clean glass and a bottle of SmartWater.

			“I’m Sonya,” she says as I reach for the items. She doesn’t let go right away. When I look up at her, she’s staring at the buttons on my shirt. I’ve missed one. I quickly take the water and glass and put them on the side table before scrambling to fix the problem.

			I can discern the essence of the questions she’s working so hard to repress. Her now empty hands flutter as if she wants to assist with the buttons.

			“It’s a beautiful silk,” she says, quietly watching the quick work of my fingers.

			She wants me. The knowledge springs up inside of me like a geyser. I stare at her impatient hands, her marble eyes. Mr. Dade’s assistant wants me.

			And astoundingly, that makes sense to me. I have never felt this desirable, this enticing, this potent. I’ve never been with a woman before. I can’t fully imagine it. A woman’s skin is too soft, her touch too delicate.

			Mr. Dade had pulled my hair, lifted me up, entered me. . . . 

			No, I can’t imagine being with a woman . . . and yet I understand her desire and it electrifies me in all the places she wants to touch. I glance at the closed door of Mr. Dade’s office. Her desire makes me want to open that door and ask him to take me again—against the wall, on his desk, on the floor. I almost laugh when it occurs to me that the one place we’ve never made love is in a bed.

			The green marbles have rolled in another direction. I recognize the embarrassed blush on Sonya’s cheeks. “I don’t know if he mentioned it,” she says, following my gaze to Mr. Dade’s door, “but he has a meeting at nine thirty.”

			“Yes,” I say, finally trusting myself to whisper a few words, my buttons now all neatly hooked. “With me and my team.”

			“You’re his nine thirty?” She walks back to her desk and checks her computer screen. “Kasie Fitzgerald?”

			I nod.

			“Ah,” she says, sitting down, “you came early.” Apparently struck by her own unintentional pun, her mouth twitches with the effort to keep from giggling.

			Her amusement does not sit well with me. The unaccountable confidence I felt just moments ago wanes and I press my legs together so tight the muscles of my hips and thighs shoot up little daggers of pain in protest. I may be desired but I have also risked humiliation.

			Pride and shame smash into each other, causing an avalanche of less comprehensible emotions. I want to go home, lock the door, and try to make sense of the battle going on inside me.

			But I had told my team to meet me in the waiting area outside Mr. Dade’s office. So I drink my SmartWater and try unsuccessfully to wash down the confusion.

			I refuse to look at Sonya as the minutes tick away. I pretend I don’t see her when she knocks on the door of Mr. Dade’s office and asks him if there is anything she can get him. I wonder if he’s as embarrassed as I am, but the assured and professional tone he uses with her belies no discomfort. I’m the only one unnerved.

			She returns to her desk and tries to flash me a conspiratorial smile but again I ignore her. I tense even more when I hear familiar voices coming from down the hall. My team of four files into the waiting room like a pride of lions on the hunt, with Dameon, the only man on my team, hanging back and letting the women take the lead. Nina, Taci, and Asha are my women. Their movements are slow, almost languid, but there’s stealth there. They’re taking it all in, trying to spot the company’s weakest links. They’re hungry and they’re ready to pounce on anything that smells like opportunity. But they don’t see me . . . or rather they do but they don’t see my details. They don’t see the crease in my shirt that is almost gone now. They don’t see my clenched fists resting in my lap. All they see is Kasie Fitzgerald, greeting them one by one as they walk in. The only thing that strikes them as unusual is my hair that now hangs loosely around my shoulders. It contradicts the severity of my suit and it’s a style my coworkers have never seen me wear. They all take a moment to throw me a compliment along with a curious look. I thank them for the former and ignore the latter.

			When Mr. Dade walks out, I rise and rigidly accept the hand he offers me.

			“Miss Fitzgerald, it’s so good to see you again.”

			His teasing smile is disconcerting. I want to check to see if anyone else notices but I don’t want to give myself away. “May I introduce you to my team?” I ask.

			He nods and I go around and give him the names of my colleagues. He greets them with his casual confidence and clipped words of greeting before turning his smile back to me. “I have to say,” he says to the room in general, “your boss has impressed me. Her enthusiasm and passion give me hope that you can help bring Maned Wolf to the next level.”

			I glance quickly over at the assistant, who is now biting her lip. But my team doesn’t notice anything unusual.

			I breathe a quiet sigh of relief for that small blessing and replay Mr. Dade’s statement in my head. I’m more taken with the word “boss” than I am with the subtle innuendo. This is my team. I have never had one before. I’ve finally been given control!

			But when we follow Mr. Dade out of the waiting room, as he begins the tour, I replay other things in my head—the feel of his hands between my legs, the kisses he placed in my hair.

			And as I think of these things, I look back at the assistant. She’s watching me, almost wistfully, almost admiringly. She sees my details. And in this moment I realize that control is becoming increasingly out of reach.
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			ROOM AFTER ROOM, office after office, Mr. Dade leads my team through the winding corridors of his life. And it’s clear that this really is his life. Evidence of that is in the way he describes his products with a boyish giddiness that I haven’t seen before. It’s evident in the way he caresses the plans given to him by the engineers he introduces to us. Not as intimate as the caresses he shared with me earlier but loving nonetheless. I hear it in his easy laughter as we chat with his marketing team over a lunch meeting in the conference room. He knows the names of every employee and knows exactly how they fit into his operation. He recites their duties to us with the enthusiasm of a man reciting the stats of his favorite football players. My staff takes copious notes as do I. But even as my pen glides over my notepad my eyes continue to flicker up to him. Everything about him fascinates me. Even the way he moves as he leads us to our meeting with his other top executives.

			“Keep in mind that this place is more than just a company to Robert and me,” his VP says good-naturedly as he shakes my hand, then Asha’s, then Taci’s, and so on. Mr. Dade stands a step behind him, owning the room without saying a word. “Particularly for Robert,” the man continues. “His house? That’s Robert’s home away from home. But this is where he really lives. This is his true home.”

			The statement takes me off guard. My career has always been a huge part of my identity. I’m driven by success, motivated by failure . . . but the company that employs me . . . was there ever a time when that place felt like home?

			Mr. Dade laughs softly and shakes his head. “You’re not much better, Will. If I’m here for seventy hours of a week, you’re here for sixty-eight. It’s why your wife hates me so much.”

			Their banter is good-natured and kind. More than that, it’s brotherly. Tom Love, Nina, Dameon, were any of them family?

			I watch as my team flashes plastic smiles and nods encouragingly at this man, Will, who is now rattling on about projections and corporate ambitions. I don’t know these people. Yes, I know their strategies, their work ethic, their level of intelligence, but I don’t know what makes them truly unique. I don’t know how long that wedding ring has been on Taci’s finger or who put it there. I don’t know why there’s just a tan line where Dameon’s band used to be. I don’t know what pictures are inside that Tiffany’s locket which always hangs around Nina’s neck.

			And they don’t know me. If they did, they’d spend more time wondering about why my hair is down.

			The only one of them I’ve ever spent any time wondering about is Asha. She has a seductively dark energy, darker than her brown Indian eyes or thick black hair. Her dress is tighter than anything I would ever wear to the office but her conservative blue blazer makes it acceptable. Still, you have to wonder what happens when she leaves the office and takes off the blazer. Does she live another life?

			I wonder, but if I’m right, it would be hypocritical for me to fault her for it.

			Mr. Dade is looking at me now. I feel it without having to return his gaze. The man can slip inside of my head as easily as he slides inside of my body. He looks away, toward the VP’s desk, not so unlike the desk I had been on just over an hour ago—eager, wet, his.

			I cross my arms over my chest self-consciously. I’m in a room full of strangers; what would these strangers think of me if they knew? What would they think if they saw? Would they look at me the way Sonya looked at me?

			Images dance inside my mind, too quick for me to catch or suppress. I see myself on that desk, with a room full of my coworkers. I imagine them watching as he undresses me; I see their eyes follow the path of my silk blouse as it floats to the floor, the first item in a continued cascade of fabric until I’m clothed in nothing but the cool air and the warmth of Robert Dade’s touch. I hear the soft murmurs of our audience as Robert explores my body with his, as he opens me up with his hands, his mouth. . . . I sense them moving closer as I succumb to every kiss, every stroke and caress. And they watch as Robert growls his desire and enters me. Beams of pleasure shoot through my body, then his; we rock with the impact as the room sighs and gasps. I’m completely exposed to all of them. And in that moment they understand me. All of me. Not just the ambitious businesswoman who advises the world’s CEOs, not just the polite lady who knows which fork to use while dining at the city’s five-star restaurants. Now they know that the same woman who can lead them to power and success, the same woman who can conquer every professional challenge, can unleash a delectable chaos when she is touched just the right way by just the right man. . . . 

			I shake myself out of it, stunned by the outrageousness of my fantasy and even more unnerved by the idea that the man who is now standing across the room from me could possibly be the right man. I glance over at him and I see that he’s still looking at the desk. His eyes dart back and forth as if he’s in REM sleep with open lids. He, too, is seeing things on that desk that aren’t there.

			That wasn’t just my fantasy. Without sharing so much as a gesture of communication, we had shared the same sort of vision.

			This man who I had met less than a week ago: I know him better than Nina, Asha, Dameon, or Taci. I know what he wants.

			He wants me.

			He sighs quietly. I’m the only one who notices the slight rise and fall of his chest. He walks across the room, idly, seemingly without purpose. But I know better. He crosses in front of me. No more than a foot separates us in that fleeting moment of passing as he moves to the window. It’s the tiniest signal, a little gesture to let me know that he wants to be near me. What surprises me is that what I see in his face is more than desire; it’s frustration, determination . . . maybe even confusion that matches my own. Will, still talking, still answering the questions of the team, glances in Robert’s direction as he passively stares out the window. The deep lines that are etched across Will’s forehead deepen further. This isn’t Robert’s normal behavior. He’s reacting to some invisible element that Will can clearly sense but not feel.

			Ha, you just thought of him as “Robert” rather than “Mr. Dade.” My little devil relishes in my increasing familiarity with this man who has unleashed her. My angel just quietly shakes her head and thinks of Dave, the man who buys me roses and rubies.

			“So your main focus is optimal positioning before your initial public offering?” This from Asha. She’s looking at the VP, but I sense that she’s particularly tuned in to Robert.

			“Timing is everything,” Robert says quietly. He turns away from the window and smiles at Asha but the smile has a hint of melancholy. “We need to project strength, and the vulnerabilities need to be buried so deep, no one will be able to dig them up for years. We can’t have the big investors perceiving us one way and the smaller ones another. That would only lead to conspiracy theories about insider trading and unethical practices. We must be universally seen as a giant.”

			“Every company has their weaknesses,” Asha counters. “If you seem too good to be true, investors won’t believe in you.”

			“They will believe because they want us to live up to the myths they’ve already created for us,” Robert explains. “Our job is only to help them see what they want to see and be who they want us to be.”

			I stare down at the hard, gleaming wood floor beneath my Italian heels. Yes, I know Robert Dade better than anyone else in this room. I understand him because, at least on some level, I understand myself.
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			HE’S AN INTERESTING MAN,” Asha says as we walk to our cars. The rest of the team has parked in Maned Wolf’s parking facility but I parked a few blocks away on the street. I didn’t want anyone noting how early I had arrived. Asha apparently parked near me for reasons I can only guess at.

			“He was so enthusiastic for the first half of the tour,” she continues, “and then . . . something happened in that office.”

			The wind is picking up, lifting my hair, chilling my neck. “I didn’t notice,” I say. My car’s in sight now. I reach for my keys.

			“You did,” Asha says, “and now you’re denying it. I wonder why?”

			I turn my profile to the wind so I can look at her. I hadn’t expected her brazenness and I speculate on whether or not a confrontation is brewing. But she doesn’t say any more until we reach my car and even then she only adds a cheerful good-bye as she continues her walk to her own vehicle.

			Asha started at our firm only weeks before I arrived. All these years I had quietly admired her mystery. Only now does it occur to me that she might be dangerous.

			I get in my car, grip the wheel, and breathe, waiting for my thoughts to catch up to my actions. Looking up at my reflection in the rearview mirror I touch the freckle that I forgot to cover up this morning. When did I become so careless? When did I become one of the lost?

			But that’s an easy question to answer. I got lost at the Venetian in Vegas.

			If I want to find my way, I have to retrace my steps. Find that path I strayed from, rediscover the joy of being loyal to one man. If I can mentally retrace my steps, I can leave this insane detour behind.

			At eight I’m meeting Dave for dinner, but that’s well over three hours away.

			I pick up my phone and call Simone.

			*     *     *

			WHEN I GET to Simone’s condo, it’s just short of five o’clock. She waves me in. On her beige couch are leopard-print throw pillows; on the walls, framed black-and-white photographs of women and men dancing, the sensuality of their movement caught in a split-second pose.

			“Can I get you something to drink?” she asks. “Tea? Sparkling water?”

			“Maybe a cocktail?”

			She pauses a moment and looks out the window at the smoggy blue sky. She knows I rarely drink before sunset. It’s a rule my mother taught me when I was young. “Drinking is for the moon,” she would say as she poured her wine. “Darkness hides our smaller sins. But the sun isn’t so forgiving. Light requires the innocence of sobriety.”

			But how innocent had I been when I drank water in Mr. Dade’s waiting room, fixing the buttons on my shirt? How many sins have I already committed in the brightness of day? The rules are changing and I need a cocktail to deal.

			Simone disappears into the kitchen and returns with two glasses, one for her, one for me. The clear liquid does have the look of chastity but the bite of something much better. I take several sips and lower myself onto her sofa. She places herself on the armrest by my side.

			“You always tell me your secrets,” I say. One of those leopard throw pillows presses against my back.

			“And you never tell me any of yours,” she replies, lightly.

			It’s not true. I told Simone about my sister once. I told her about her blinding brilliance and her energy that was as powerful as it was frightening. But Simone didn’t know those confessions were secrets. For her a secret was something no one knew, not something everyone was trying to forget.

			“I never had any secrets before,” I say, using her definition.

			“Before.” She says the word carefully, tasting its meaning. She curls a lock of her golden hair around her index finger like a ring.

			“You know, secrets and mysteries, they have . . . weight. I’ve enjoyed traveling light.”

			“What kind of weight are you carrying, Kasie?”

			When I don’t answer, she changes tact. “When did you start having secrets?”

			“In Vegas,” I whisper.

			“I knew it!” Simone leans forward and places her glass on the coffee table with a triumphant thump. “You were different when you came back to the room—”

			“I told you, I had a drink with a man in the bar with glass walls.”

			Simone swats aside my words like irksome flies. “There was more.” She gets up as if standing over me will force out my story a little faster. “When I left you at the blackjack table you were still that woman without secrets. And now?” She shrugs.

			“Now I’m something different.” I turn my focus inward, gathering up the courage to continue. “I betrayed him.”

			“Dave?”

			“Yes Dave. He’s the only man I have the power to betray.”

			Simone turns out her left leg, shifting her weight forward to her toes. She looks like the immobile dancers on her wall. “It was more than a kiss?”

			“Yes, more than a kiss.”

			A slow smile forms on her lips. “You slept with a stranger.”

			I look away.

			“You did it! For just one night you were young!”

			“No, I was irresponsible.”

			She arches a blond eyebrow. “There’s a difference?”

			I make a small gesture of concession to her point. “The thing is, he’s not a stranger anymore.”

			And now both her eyebrows reach for new heights. “You’re having an affair?”

			I wince, disliking the word. It’s common and ugly.

			And it fits perfectly with my actions of the last week.

			“He hired me to consult for his company. Even when I’m not talking to him he”—I glance up at the photographs—“he dances around in my head. I’ve been doing things I never thought I would do. I think things I never thought I would think. I don’t know who I am anymore.”

			“That’s easy,” Simone says, sitting by my side and slipping my two hands between hers. “You’re a woman with secrets”—she studies my eyes, my lips, my hair—“and you wear them beautifully.”

			I pull away. “It’s just my hair, I’m wearing it down.”

			“No, it’s the secrets, giving you color, brightening your eyes . . . you look more . . . human somehow.”

			“I didn’t look human before?”

			“Always beautiful, but a bit statuesque . . . Do you remember the statues we saw during our college trip to Florence? They were fantastic . . . but as grand as he is, I can’t imagine making love to Michelangelo’s David. Too hard, too cold, too . . . perfect.”

			I laugh into my glass. “I have never been perfect.”

			“But everyone thinks of you that way. It earns you admiration . . . now you’re inner human is showing and it sounds as if it’s earning you something . . . warmer.”

			“I slept with him today.”

			“At his place or yours?”

			“In his office . . . on his desk.” I’m surprised that the admission makes me grin.

			“Shut. Up.”

			I look up at her and for the briefest of moments I bask in her envy, allow myself to indulge in the gratification that comes from my newfound audacity.

			“You made love on his desk,” she repeats. “It sounds like a fantasy.”

			I shake my head. “That’s the thing, I did it and then I fantasized about it afterward.”

			“But it was better than a fantasy,” Simone corrects. “It’s a memory now, and it’s yours to keep.”

			“No.” I shake my head. “In my fantasy I . . . added things.” I swallow the rest of the burning liquid and tell her my imaginings . . . the image of him entering me while my team looks on. The words are hard to get out but I need to tell someone whose mind might be unconventional enough to explain the shift in mine.

			“I imagined myself having sex in front of the people I work with!” I finally exclaim. “It’s a little extreme, don’t you think?”

			Simone stares at me for a moment and leans back against the opposite end of the couch. She stretches her long legs toward me so she now has the repose of a Roman who might be fed grapes by beautiful slaves.

			“Remember when I used to date Jax?”

			I nod. Jax flies into my head with his wavy dark hair and impertinent brown eyes.

			“While I was with him I developed this fantasy. . . .”

			“ ‘Developed a fantasy,’ ” I repeat. The term sounds so purposeful, as if she spent her nights laying out a structure for her future daydreams.

			“I still indulge it from time to time. I’m laying out on his deck on one of his lawn chairs, flat on my stomach wearing nothing but my bikini bottoms. I don’t hear the knock on the door, or the footsteps of his friends.” Her voice is slowing, lowering, changing texture. “He leads them out to the deck. . . . I try to get up with some bit of modesty, my arm covers my bare breasts as I walk to them, shake their hands. I lead them to the living room and they all take a seat. Jax asks me to get each one of them a beer from that little bar area of his. I lean down and take the beer out of the mini fridge, try to open it without revealing too much, but every once in a while they get a glimpse. I’m pouring an ice cold beer in a glass for each one of them and now I serve them . . . wearing almost nothing.”

			“And then?”

			“Jax asks me to sit next to him. He doesn’t want me to get more clothes. He wants me to be there with him right now. And so I oblige. He’s already turned the television on; it’s the Lakers as it always is with him. . . .”

			I can see by the glazed look of her eyes that she’s not with me anymore. She’s by Jax’s side . . . wearing almost nothing.

			“His hand falls to my leg and I shiver as it moves up and down . . . in front of all these men.” She shudders and suddenly I’m self-conscious. I shouldn’t be seeing this. I was not invited into this room full of men.

			“Jax tells his friends that I am the most orgasmic woman he’s ever been with. He tells them he can make me come with a touch.”

			I close my eyes and turn my head. I’m not seeing Simone anymore. I’m not seeing Jax. I’m seeing Robert Dade, his hands sliding higher and higher up my inner thigh.

			“He hands one of them his phone, asks him to record us . . . he even invites his friends to record it on their own phones if they like, so they can see me climax whenever they want. I’ll be in their pocket, exposed for their pleasure.”

			I suck in a short breath. This isn’t my fantasy but I understand it. I feel the cameras on me, feel the stares.

			“The bikini is only tied together with pretty little bows placed on each hip. He unties the knots, lets them see me, and then, as they watch, as they film me, he touches me, moving his finger slowly then faster and faster . . . I can’t control myself anymore. I’m writhing around in my seat as they watch. I let the fingers of one of his hands explore my depth as his other hand pulls my arm away from my breasts. And the men, they keep watching, keep filming as I come closer and closer. . . .”

			Her fingers scratch against the fabric of the couch. I don’t have to look at her to know that she is now completely lost in this reverie. But then so am I.

			“One man comes closer, he sees everything, they all do and I know I shouldn’t like it but I do. I know what Jax is doing is wrong, displaying me like this, touching me like this in front of all of them, but knowing that only makes it all more intense. And in front of their eyes, in front of their cameras I come . . . they watch and Jax makes me come . . . I come in front of a room full of men.”

			She and I open our eyes at the same time. “That’s a fantasy,” she says softly. “I would never do it. Not in front of Jax’s friends . . . definitely not with all their cameras trained on me . . . but that’s the joy of fantasy. There are no rules, no limits, no consequences, no judgment. Just irreproachable pleasure.”

			I sit with this for a moment, delighting in the idea that something so scandalous can be irreproachable when contained inside the mind. But then I am not so constrained.

			“I slept with Robert Dade, more than once.” Reluctantly I step out of the ethereal mood Simone has cloaked us in to acknowledge this reality. “There will be consequences.”

			“Yes,” Simone agrees. “But sometimes consequences are good . . . even when they don’t seem that way at first.”

			“I’m engaged to another man.”

			Her eyes fall to my hand. “No ring yet?”

			“We found one. . . . Dave wants to see if he can get the jeweler to lower the price.”

			Simone’s smile fades, the haze of recent pleasure slips away. “How many millions does Dave have in his trust fund? Four? And he’s making, what . . . a hundred and twenty thousand a year at his firm?”

			“About half that for the former, almost twice that for the latter,” I say but quickly add, “he’s conservative with his money. I like that about him. He’s never reckless.”

			Simone brings herself into a more erect position, moving slowly like a woman approaching a potentially explosive subject. “Has he ever said the words, ‘Will You Marry Me?’ ”

			“That’s not really the point—”

			“Maybe not, but did he say them?”

			I don’t want to answer this question. It will paint Dave as cold, as cold as the statues Simone compared me to. But I came here for honest advice and so I force myself to give an honest answer.

			“He said,” I begin, falter, and then let the rest of the words spill out in a rush: “He said I think we should go ring shopping.”

			Again she nods, no judgment in her eyes, just thoughtfulness. “Did he talk about wedding dates?”

			“We haven’t gotten that far.”

			“Has he told his parents? Asked your father for permission?”

			“Our parents don’t know yet . . . but they all assume we’ll get married eventually.”

			“You’re not engaged.”

			“Simone—”

			“Not by any definition of the word,” she says, more forcefully now. “Maybe you will be, but you’re not engaged now. Something is pulling you into this affair. Maybe it’s your attraction to this Dade guy or maybe it’s your fear of settling down with the wrong man.”

			“Dave and I have been together for six years. How could we have made it that long if we were so wrong together.”

			“Maybe he was right for six years . . . but will he be right for the next sixty? Your subconscious is telling you something . . . and your body wants to explore your options. You’re not engaged yet, Kasie. Find out what this is with your fantasy man. Allow yourself time to explore. If you don’t . . . if you just marry Dave without even indulging your alternatives . . . you could end up divorced. Worse yet, you could end up being duty bound in a marriage to a man your subconscious tried to pull you away from.”

			“You’re trying to provide me with excuses for the inexcusable.”

			“If you marry Dave, if you smile at him and tell him he’s the only man you want . . . if you look him in the eyes and tell him you’re sure, if you tell him those lies while standing at the altar . . . will that be excusable? If you care about him, doesn’t he deserve a wife who’s sure she’s making the right decision in marrying him?”

			“But I’m lying to him now.”

			“You’re making sure,” Simone says between sips of her cocktail. “You’ve been dating for six years, you’re not married, you’re not engaged, and you’re not living together. If there was ever a time to explore . . . just to be sure, this is it. It’s your last chance.”

			I know what she’s saying is wrong. It’s against every ethic I have. But her logic is so appealing, so sinfully freeing. That’s the thing about sin; once you fully embrace it, you don’t have to worry about doing what’s right anymore. You can do whatever the hell you want.

			It’s a slippery slope that I sort of want to get off.

			Sort of.

			“And if I decide I don’t want to do it that way?” I ask, again lifting my eyes to the quiet dancers. “If I decide I need to let Robert Dade go . . . Simone, how do I do that?”

			She exhales and slams the rest of her drink. All traces of the Roman noble are gone as she morphs back into the quintessential modern girlfriend I need. “I haven’t seen Jax in three years,” she says, “but I still have the magnificently twisted fantasies he inspired. I keep them under my pillow, in my pocket, tucked inside my bra. They’re always within easy reach. You can keep this Robert Dade or you can let him go. But the memories and the fantasies are yours forever . . . there are some gifts that just can’t be thrown away . . . even when we try.”
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			THE ATMOSPHERE AT Scarpetta is light. High ceilings, neutral colors. Even after the sky’s turned black, the dining room feels as if it’s being filled with soft sunlight. It’s what I need for this moment as I sit across from Dave. He’s talking to me about work, about family, about rubies—did I know that you can no longer directly deposit income into Swiss bank accounts and expect to avoid American taxes? Did I know that his mother just got a new mare whose coat is the exact color of a patchy gray sky? Did I know that rubies were actually more expensive than diamonds?

			The talk is light like the room. Among teasing reminders of the expense of his devotion he shares bits and pieces of his world with me never suspecting that I might be hiding bits and pieces of mine. Every word is spoken with the casual intimacy that comes with trust. And for a little while I forget that I can’t be trusted at all.

			But as the appetizers are replaced by entrées, and the entrées replaced with cappuccino and dessert, I find that acting is an exhausting hobby. How do those celebrities do it? How do they smile at their costars and recite their lines with all the assigned emotion without once giving away hints of who they really are, the person beneath the character, beneath the stardom, beneath the image? How do they have the energy to keep that person tidily under wraps? I stir a white line of sugar into the froth of the cappuccino. We’ve fallen into one of our silences. I used to love this moment, the moment when you can sit quietly with the person you’ve chosen to be with without exchanging a word. It’s a showy testament to our comfort with each other. But I can no longer sit with silence. Silence is the pathway to my darkest thoughts that have no place in this light-filled room.

			“Dave.” I whisper his name, afraid of what I’m in danger of giving away. “You don’t just work with men at your firm.”

			“Of course not,” he confirms.

			“Some of the other lawyers . . . or your clients . . . are they beautiful?”

			The question takes him off guard. He dips a small spoon into our panna cotta, making a little nick in its smooth surface. “I don’t pay attention to things like that.”

			It’s an odd response. You don’t have to pay attention to see beauty any more than you have to think about air to breathe.

			“Have you ever been tempted?” I press.

			“No.” The word comes out quick and so hard, it’s almost bruising.

			The truth never comes to anyone that quickly. People usually consider the truth before speaking it. We think about how to best phrase it and roll it out slowly in hopes of weaving a good story. Lies come easier.

			No. It’s a lie he didn’t need to tell. We’re all tempted now and then, right? The only reason to lie is if you gave in to that temptation. I should know. I feel an odd twinge in my gut, quiet jealousy that has no right to be there.

			“Maybe just once,” I say, testing the edges of the conversation, trying to find my way in. “Maybe you, just for a moment, noticed the way a woman’s hair hung around her shoulders, noticed how a coworker occasionally licks her upper lip, maybe just once you thought about what it would be like to touch her hair or taste—”

			“I said no.” The lie is firmer this time. Not so much a bullet as a boarder fence. I can almost feel its unyielding surface as I try to press up against it.

			“I’d forgive you,” I say. My jealousy is growing but I like the way it feels, I like what it says about my feelings for Dave. “I want you . . . I want us to be human,” I continue. “I don’t want us to think of one another as statues anymore.”

			He looks up from the dessert, making eye contact for the first time since I veered us toward this precarious topic. “I have no idea what you’re talking about.”

			“I’m talking about silks,” I say. I place my hand on the table, inch it forward, but he makes no move to take it. “I’m talking about the little flaws in a ruby that make it unique. I know you’re not perfect. You know I’m not perfect. I was just hoping that we could stop pretending that we are.”

			“I know you’re not perfect.”

			It’s meant to be a slap in the face, his acknowledgment of my imperfection without any acknowledgment of his own. But I don’t feel the sting of his words. They touch me differently. I see the unintended compliment. And I see the evasion.

			“I’d forgive you,” I say again. “Even if it was more than a temptation. Even if it was a mistake.”

			“I don’t make those kinds of mistakes.” And then he softens. He finally reaches for my hand and gives it a quick squeeze before releasing it. “Maybe there have been times when I’ve been a little tempted. But I’d never act on those impulses. I’m better than that, Kasie. You know that, right?”

			I flush. This time no insult is intended, but I feel his superiority. He’s better than that . . . which means he’s better than me.

			“I’m buying you a ring,” he continues when I take too long to answer. “I’m tying my life to yours. There are no temptations worth recalling, I promise.”

			I run my finger around the rim of my cappuccino cup. It’s a pure white, like the tablecloth, like the roses Dave bought me. “There’s something I need to talk to you about,” I begin. And I know I’m going to do it. I’m going to say the words, bring my sins into this brightly lit room where we can both see them clearly.

			“We’re tying our lives together,” he repeats, but now there’s a pleading laced into the phrase. “We don’t have to dwell on imperfect moments. OK, maybe our past was a ruby.” I look into his brown eyes. I see his silent request. “But that was the past. We don’t have to talk about . . . what were they . . . silks? Our future won’t have those. Our future can have the clarity of a perfect diamond.”

			The future never has any clarity. At best it’s like that mare his mother just paid a fortune for—it’s colored like a patchy gray sky. But as usual Dave isn’t talking about the way things are. He’s talking about the way he wants to see them.

			And isn’t that what we all do? We choose our religion, our politics, our philosophies, and we see the world in a way that fits within those chosen confines. And if certain glaring facts don’t fit neatly into our belief systems, we just ignore them or see them differently. We make them fit even if it means we have to squeeze them into completely unnatural shapes.

			Dave is a man with secrets. I don’t know if they haunt him or not but I know he doesn’t want to look at them, which means that maybe, just maybe I don’t have to look at mine.

			I smile and take a bite of the panna cotta. It feels smooth on my tongue and it tastes pure.

			I’m beginning to understand why so many people like the simplicity of diamonds.

		

	
		
			
			CHAPTER 10
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			IT’S MORNING. THE office visit with Robert, the fantasies with Simone, the strange dinner with Dave: it’s all in my rearview mirror. Just a big tangled mess of crazy that I’m ready to leave behind. Today is new and I’m feeling steadier on my feet. Yesterday I wasn’t prepared for everything that was thrown at me . . . I wasn’t prepared for my responses. Today I’m ready for anything . . . and now that I know the full extent of what that means, I’m a little excited, too.

			I mentally go over my calendar. Asha’s putting together a report analyzing Maned Wolf’s recent foreign investments. Nina and Dameon have domestic while Taci’s focus is on the effectiveness of recent marketing and PR campaigns. People are in awe of Maned Wolf but it’s not at all clear that they trust it. I’m supposed to be looking at the big picture, trying to put the pieces together so I can give Robert Dade a list of recommendations of what should be done before going public and a time line in which to do it in. Of course they’re just recommendations. The only worth they have is measured by the trust Robert puts in me.

			Robert Dade is not in awe of me, but I do think he trusts me.

			Just the thought of him is delicious. Two weeks ago I didn’t know what it felt like . . . to be pressed against a wall, to be propped up on a desk, to be made love to on the floor of the Venetian. Two days ago I didn’t have the mental image of me, in his office, on my knees. . . . 

			Two weeks ago, the length of a lifetime, I didn’t know that you could feel completely vulnerable and completely powerful all at once.

			The guilt creeps in, numbing some of the pleasure of my reminiscence. My angel and devil are at war again. The devil has framed my memories and is holding them up for my inspection, knowing that I want to indulge and massage them . . . and massage the man who made me feel these things.

			But my angel . . . my angel is screaming. She wants the images to burn.

			But shouldn’t it be the devil who advocates the burning of memories? Roles are getting reversed. What’s a woman supposed to do when her angel starts using her devil’s tools?

			What’s a sinner supposed to do when all her devil asks her to do is face the truth, both of her actions and the way she feels about them?

			Because the truth is that I don’t regret any of it. I just want to regret it. I can’t confess my sins in the spirit of contrition. Absolution is completely out of reach.

			Last night Dave lied about never being tempted. Was there more he was lying about? Did his lies free me to explore my possibilities?

			I shake the thought out of my head. “I’ll just do my job,” I say aloud. Surely that isn’t wrong.

			I go to my bedroom and open up my closet. A sea of dark skirts and trousers and light-colored blouses greets me. I’m instantly bored. Why don’t I ever buy anything more lively? Who says I have to dress like a prep school librarian?

			Impatiently I push aside garment after garment until I find the suit Simone gave me for my birthday last year. She had dragged me to her favorite boutique and thrust me into a dressing room before throwing a pair of gray pants and a matching blazer after me. The color felt natural but the fit was different. The pants clung a little closer than I was accustomed to. The curves of my legs, my hips . . . it was all there. And the jacket cinched at the waist, emphasizing my figure. The top had been too much, tight, black, sheer; when I stepped out into the store to look at myself in the three-way mirror, I realized exactly how sheer. The blazer prevented me from being truly indecent. And yet I did feel a little exposed as I stared at my reflection. I remember thinking I looked autocratic, lustful . . . maybe even a little dangerous. A man came out of the stockroom, no more than twenty. I could actually feel his struggle as he pulled his eyes away from me. He had wanted to look longer. He had wanted to examine me with more than his eyes.

			And for just a moment I had been tempted to take off the blazer. Would he have been able to turn his eyes away then? How would it have felt to have a stranger see me like that?

			Well, now I knew the answer to that question, didn’t I?

			I had never worn it outside of that store. I had told Simone I wouldn’t even as she handed the cashier her credit card.

			But I would wear it today.

			I found a top that was a little more appropriate, a black silk camisole. It was cut high enough to avoid any accusations of promiscuity yet the fabric against my skin had a sumptuous feel.

			And then I take that sheer top, the one I know I can never wear, and fold it up in some tissue paper and put it in my briefcase. I don’t know why. I just want it near me.

			I stare at the woman in the mirror, her hair loose around her shoulders, commanding, sensual.

			“I want to know you,” I say to her.

			And in response she smiles.

			*     *     *

			AT THE OFFICE the stares are only a little less intense than the looks I had gotten in Vegas. Tom Love raises an eyebrow as I pass him in the hall and flashes me an approving smile.

			“Go get ’em,” he murmurs.

			The directive excites me. Today I feel ready to take on the world.

			But when I get to my office, it’s not the world that’s waiting for me, but a message from Dave’s secretary asking me to call him. Dave always calls me directly. He never has his secretary do it unless there’s something he needs to tell me that he doesn’t think I’ll like.

			I don’t sit, but stand in front of my desk as I dial the number. I don’t bother with the middleman, but call his cell directly.

			“Kasie, I have a meeting in five minutes—” Dave begins but I cut him off.

			“Then tell me what you need to say quickly.”

			I don’t mean for the words to sound so harsh but for once I’m not interested in smoothing things over. I see the red flag being waved in the distance and I’m ready for the fight.

			It’s almost arousing.

			“I spoke with that saleswoman today . . . the one with silver-streaked hair from that jewelry store—”

			“The one who showed us the ruby.”

			“Yes,” he says hesitantly. “They’re not being very flexible about the price.”

			I don’t say anything. I stare down at my bare ring finger. We can afford the ruby. We can afford to pay for its alluring imperfections.

			“And I was thinking,” he continues, “I was thinking of you . . . and then I thought of this absolutely beautiful estate ring in the window of a store by my work. . . . I stopped by there right as they opened this morning. It’s really perfect, Kasie. So I went ahead and put a deposit down on it so they’ll hold it until you can come and see it. It’s more us than the other ring anyway.”

			My bare finger curls into my palm, leading my other fingers to do the same as I slowly make a fist.

			“It’s a diamond—”

			“But I’m not moved by diamonds, Dave,” I interrupt. “If we can’t get the ruby ring we saw, surely there are others . . .”

			“Trust me, Kasie, this diamond ring . . . it’s different. I mentioned that it’s an estate piece, right? It’s classic and elegant but it’s also original, completely one of a kind. Just like you.”

			Just like me. I stare down at the suit I’m wearing. Would Dave even recognize me today? He thinks I’m a concealed weapon in an Hèrmes bag. He thinks I’m a bouquet of white roses.

			He thinks I’m diamonds even after I stood before him and flat out told him I’m rubies.

			“Look, I gotta get into this meeting. I’ll call you tonight, okay? We’ll meet up after work tomorrow and I’ll show you the ring. You don’t really want a ruby for an engagement ring. Trust me, you’ll end up regretting it.”

			I hang up the phone without another word.

			He doesn’t know me.

			But then this morning . . . that woman in the mirror, the sensual powerbroker, the stranger who sleeps with strangers, the woman who scares me and intrigues me . . . how could Dave know her. I don’t know her.

			I run my fingers over my lapel. It’s not a smooth fabric, but it’s not unpleasant to the touch either. It’s thick and a little stiff, what you might expect from a man’s jacket, but its cut is so decidedly feminine. It reminded me of a philosophy course I took in college. The professor had explained the true nature of yin-yang. Yin and yang weren’t dualities but simply complementary opposites: the feminine and the masculine, the passive and the active, the unseen and the manifest, the moon and the sun. And it all had to tie together within a greater whole to be part of a compelling and vitalizing system.

			I giggle at the idea that my suit could be part of something both compelling and vitalizing.

			But I stop laughing when I think of myself in those same terms. And those early Taoist philosophers, they didn’t think of the dark being bad and the light being good. It had nothing to do with morality at all. They just thought of it as two essential parts of a whole.

			I wonder what it feels like to be truly whole. Is that what’s happening to me?

			Because while I don’t feel quite as guilty as I should, I do feel a hell of a lot stronger than I ever have before.

			Well, all right then.

			*     *     *

			I CALL MY TEAM into my office and get their updates, tell them what leads to follow and which bits of information can be brushed aside. They take notes, drink my words, accept my instructions without challenge. Only Asha hesitates, her own calculations slowing down her absorption of mine. At least that’s my perception. She’s studying me too intently; her comments seem to swirl around whatever it is she’s really thinking. She is most definitely a threat. I’m sure of that now.

			But she’s the one who is truly in danger. She doesn’t know who I am. I’m sensual, I’m commanding, I’ve been touched by a stranger.

			It’s only later in the afternoon that I remember that this isn’t the woman I’m supposed to be. This isn’t the picture I had in mind when I kissed Dave good night yesterday, pleading exhaustion.

			And I haven’t spoken to Robert today. We haven’t so much as exchanged an e-mail and yet he’s with me, luring me in new directions, providing me with a springboard for new temptations.

			I haven’t spoken to Robert Dade today but it doesn’t matter.

			My devil is winning.

		

	
		
			
			CHAPTER 11
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			I WORK LATE, WHICH is hardly unusual for me. I’m the last one in the office. Even Tom Love left more than an hour ago. But I’m feeling energized. Blame it on the suit . . . or the sex. I laugh to myself. Yes, it’s more likely the sex than the suit.

			In my hands and covering my desk are statistics, facts, and numbers. I’m using them as building blocks to craft Robert’s professional dreams.

			And if I succeed, what then? What if I manage to chart a path for Maned Wolf’s complete market domination? What if I gift-wrap that particular treasure map and lay it at Robert’s feet? Would he be amazed? Would he worship me?

			But that’s not what I want. I like the way Robert sees me. There’s a gritty realism to his affections. Our attraction to each other is almost brutal . . . and yet our lovemaking never has anything to do with distress or affliction.

			What I want is for him to thank me, with his eyes, with his mouth, with his tongue. I want him on his knees, not in worship, but in service.

			These are the thoughts I’m having when my phone rings.

			It’s him. As usual, his timing is . . . opportune.

			“Where are you?” he asks.

			“I’m at work, playing with numbers . . . for you.”

			“Oh, I doubt your motives are completely altruistic.” His voice sounds gravelly through our shaky connection. It has so much texture, I feel like I should be able to see it.

			“No,” I admit, “I do take some pleasure in it.”

			“There is nothing more spectacular than the vision of you in a state of pleasure.”

			“Now, now, Mr. Dade, is that an attempt at some kind of sexual innuendo?”

			There’s a pause on the phone. I know his thoughts. He hadn’t expected me to be this playful. I told him I would never let him touch me again.

			But I’m rubies. Not diamonds. I’m not sure of what I want anymore and my awareness . . . my acceptance of that uncertainty feels like a triumph.

			And triumph makes me playful.

			“You’re done with work for the day.” It’s not a question.

			“Am I?”

			“Meet me out front.”

			The line goes dead.

			Without hesitation I stack the papers filled with numbers into a pile. It’s not as organized as it should be but a little carelessness feels appropriate.

			I take off my blazer and open my briefcase. Inside is the sheer shirt.

			I take off my camisole and then my bra before putting on the top.

			My heart is pounding in my ears as I shrug back into the blazer. There is no pretense this time. I know what I’m going to do. I don’t know if it’s going to be the last time or not. I don’t care. My body wants to explore and this time I don’t feel the need to deny it.

			I make my way down to the street and it’s only a matter of minutes before Robert Dade pulls up in a silver Alfa Romero 8C Spider. Its sleek lines and elegant power fit perfectly with my mood. He doesn’t say anything as he gets out of the car and opens my door for me. It’s not until I’m in the passenger seat that I hear him say, “I like your suit,” before slamming the door.

			It’s been ages since I’ve been in a sports car and I’ve never been in one like this. The seats hug me like a lover while at the same time keeping my posture erect, ready to react to whatever adventures the vehicle might bring me to. Everything is silver or black. No bright colors are necessary for this beautiful beast to be the center of attention.

			Robert Dade gets in beside me.

			“Where are we going?” I ask.

			Robert turns to me, the key is in the ignition, his hand on the leather-cloaked steering wheel, the engine rumbling. “To my place.”

			I answer with a smile then shift my eyes to the road as we roar away from the curb.

			I’ve never asked Robert where he lives. I assumed Hollywood Hills, Santa Monica, perhaps somewhere among the mansions of Beverly Hills. But he lives in West Hollywood, on a hill, above the hustle and bustle of Sunset on a windy little street no one would think of traveling if they didn’t know someone who lived there. The homes are impressive yet far short of astounding. But then the dark hides the more subtle elements of their design, so it’s hard for me to make judgments.

			And the truth is that they could never hold my attention, not even if they were each five stories high with gold-plated awnings. That honor now belongs exclusively to the man by my side. He’s been driving the car in sports mode the whole way, gently adding pressure to the paddle shifters occasionally to take fuller control of the ride. I sense his thoughts are racing much faster than the car. He wants me here but he doesn’t trust it. I sense it in his refusal to turn his head in my direction, as if I might be scared away with a look. I can tell by the way he holds on to his silence, as if one wrong word might awaken me to my previous declarations.

			But I’m not changing my mind and as he opens the automatic gates with the touch of a button, I reach over and let my hand slide over his thigh and then up, letting him know my intentions, my desires, my willingness to go forward.

			He breathes out of clenched teeth as if it’s all he can do to keep himself from grabbing me, pulling me out of my seat, and taking me right here in the street, before we even have a chance to get to his intimate little driveway.

			But like the car, he restrains his power and pulls us delicately into the driveway, then into the open garage waiting for us.

			There is no other car there, though there is a motorcycle. It’s not chic or dignified like the Spider. There’re no special chrome accessories or add-ons to speak of. The seat has seen better days. Mud clings to its narrow black tires.

			I love it. I love that this man with his exquisite car has a motorcycle that emanates nothing but rugged and gritty masculinity. Again I look at Robert’s hands: beautiful, rough, strong but at times so very gentle.

			Yin-yang. And as he puts his hands on my face, as he holds me still, as our eyes lock and my own hand coaxes out another primitive and powerful reaction, I feel our wholeness.

			“I don’t often invite people over,” he says. “I don’t entertain. But ever since Vegas, I’ve wanted to bring you here.”

			“Why?” I ask. “You’ve had me in your hotel room, your office, on the screen of your computer . . . why do you need me here?”

			“Because,” he says, then pauses as he searches for an answer. “I’ve been inside your walls,” he says slowly, “and this is the only way I can think of to bring you more fully inside of mine.”

			I’m unsure of how to respond, so I wait for the kiss I know is coming. It starts soft but then quickly becomes more demanding—his tongue sliding against mine. He holds my head still and I press my breasts forward trying to bring myself closer to him. My hand toys with him. I have no patience. I want him, every part of him, now. His erection is full and complete and I wonder if anyone has ever made love in a Spider.

			But Robert pulls away. He removes my hand as he takes a breath to calm himself and bring his body back under his control.

			Well, partially under his control. His body, like mine, aches to explore.

			He gets out of the car and I wait as he comes around to open my door. Again we fall into silence as we step into the driveway. The house doesn’t look like much. I can see only a wall and a door that looks like it leads to . . . maybe a small closed-in front yard? Maybe nothing at all.

			But when he opens it, I am greeted with everything. The entire city is beyond this wall. A view that stretches to the beaches of Santa Monica. We stand on top of a hill, feeling a thousand miles away from the lights that decorate the vast city beneath us. But of course we’re not so far. Only a two-minute drive to Sunset, where the hot dog restaurants complement a few strategically placed nightclubs.

			I feel his fingers dance up and down the back of my neck, sending shocks of heat through my nervous system. The house that goes with this private front yard is to my right. It’s built onto the slope of the hill, which is why it’s virtually invisible from the street that leads to it. Stilt beams hold it up, fragile-looking things that have the strength of Greek gods.

			I let him lead me through the front door; the home has walls of windows and I imagine what it must look like in the daylight: bright sunshine illuminating dark wood. But for now the only light is the light of the city. He finds a dimmer switch and gives me enough illumination to see the room’s design a bit more clearly. The place is hardly immaculate but it feels comfortable. There’s bold and abstract artwork on his walls.

			One painting in particular draws me in. I can’t say for sure if it’s of lovers or even if the figures depicted are fully human. But it has the essence of unbridled passion. Two beings hold on to each other as a swirling mass of color and utter confusion appears to try to tear them apart. But they’re stronger than the anarchy; their desire is more brilliant than the colors.

			Robert steps up behind me, presses against me. I can feel his strength; I can feel his desire pressing into my back.

			I stare at the painting as he unbuttons my blazer. The might of the painting is in the two embracing figures. That’s what matters.

			The rest is nothing.

			My blazer falls to the floor.

			Slowly he turns me around and takes me in. My nipples are hard and strain against the sheer, tight fabric of my top. He traces the outline of my breasts.

			“You’re magnificent,” he says.

			I slip out of my heels. I have to crane my neck to meet his eyes but I don’t mind. My hand reaches for the button of my pants and with no effort I pull them off. The only part of my suit that I’m wearing now is this scandalously sheer shirt.

			“Look at me,” I say quietly.

			He steps back, his eyes slowly traveling up my legs, to my panties, to my exposed breasts, to my neck and my lips, and finally my eyes before they reverse their journey on the way down.

			“Do you see who I am?” I ask. “Or do you just see what you want?”

			I see a flash of understanding as he brings his gaze back up to meet mine. “I see a woman who can be incredibly authoritative and a woman who is exposed. I see that you are as forceful as you are tender, absolutely brilliant, and just a little bit naïve.”

			“What else?”

			“I see . . . I see that you have the courage to face your fears. You’re a little bit scared right now, aren’t you?”

			I answer with only the slightest nod.

			“What are you scared of, Kasie?”

			I tremble even as I smile. “You tell me.”

			“All right.” He takes a step forward and caresses my body with his stare one more time. “You’re scared of the part of yourself you have begun to unleash.”

			“Partly.”

			“You’re scared of how much you want me. Maybe you’re scared because right now I can do almost anything I want to you without your issuing a single protest because you know that the things I want to do are the things you want to happen.”

			I swallow, hard. But I won’t look away from him. He takes another step and runs his hand up my inner thigh until he presses against my panties, only the thinnest fabric between his fingers and my clit. I know this dance now but I still gasp as his fingers begin to move.

			“I see who you are, Kasie,” he says. “And it’s the only thing I want to see.”

			My legs are shaking and I reach forward and grab his shirt, holding on to him out of both necessity and passion.

			“Take me to your bedroom,” I whisper as the shivers take over every part of my body. “I want to make love to you on your flame-colored bed.”

			His hand moves away and in a moment I’m up in his arms, being carried like a princess down a discreetly placed flight of stairs. The room he leads me to is massive, easily as big as the living room above us. I see his desk with his computer. I see the expensive chair.

			In the center of it all is the bed, which I feel as he lowers me onto it. I feel it against my skin as he removes my panties. But when he takes off his shirt, his jeans, and all the rest . . . well then I can only feel him . . . the pressure of his muscles as they press down on top of me. His lips as they devour my neck. I pull off the sheer top. Every inch of my skin must touch his. The flames are not coming from the bed but from inside me. My hand goes to his erection and I feel my own potency as it twitches in my hand. Every ridge is familiar to me now. I know how to touch it to make him go crazy and I toy with him, enjoying the staccato nature of each breath he takes. But I don’t object when he pulls away, lowering his mouth to my very core. I shake as his tongue plunges deep inside of me, tickling me, making me wetter than I have ever been before. I can’t keep quiet. I moan and cry out as I grab on to the comforter beneath my arching my back, almost pulling away, almost afraid of the intensity of what he’s making me feel. But he holds my hips still, refusing to let me go, using his thumb to pull my skin taught around my clit so he can lick and taste every hidden corner, forcing me to experience what I’m afraid of and what I long for.

			The orgasm is so strong, I think it’s going to split me apart. I have no control. I don’t even have the ability to want the control I’ve lost. I don’t recognize the guttural sounds that are coming out of my mouth. I have no power to resist when he comes back up, hovering over me, taking a long, hard look at my trembling naked body before kissing me, his taste mingling with my own. I feel his erection pressing up against me but he won’t enter. He’s teasing me and my desire is driving me absolutely wild. I struggle to push myself down, struggle to force him inside but he grabs me by the arms and holds me in place. I have to wait, and the wanting, the lust, the impatience . . . it’s bringing the intensity to heights I hadn’t even known it could reach.

			“Please,” I say, arching my back, trying to touch my breasts to his chest. “Please.”

			“You are the only woman I know who is as sexy when she unapologetically takes what she wants as she is when she pleads for release.”

			I can’t engage in conversation right now. Can’t remark on the peculiar compliment. All I can do is listen to my body. The flames are consuming me.

			“Please,” I say again. “I need you.”

			And now he’s the one who groans and in an instant he pushes into me. I cry out, unable to do anything but experience what he’s giving me. Every thrust brings on new sensations. He releases my arms, and my hands run up and down his back, around his neck, through his hair then down to his ass. I have all of him but I want more.

			And he can do what he wants to me because what he wants to do is what I want to be done.

			And as he presses deeper and deeper inside of me, another orgasm comes. And this time he comes with me. Our cries intermingle into one primal chorus.

			And as he relaxes, as I feel the complete weight of him on top of me, I think of the yin and the yang.

			And in that moment I truly feel whole.
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			TEN, FIFTEEN, PERHAPS even twenty minutes pass. Or is it years? It’s hard to tell. I’ve lost all sense of time and space. Reality was left tucked away somewhere in my office. This moment, lying in Robert’s bed, is not part of the space-time continuum. He’s beside me; his eyelids are half-mast as he stares up at nothing. Our breathing has only now become steady. He seems mellow, even peaceful, nothing like the man who held me down as he pushed inside of me, his desire as fierce and unrestrained as my own. No, the man by my side is quiet, tender, and maybe a little vulnerable.

			Tentatively I let my hand move across his chest. It’s a subdued gesture that speaks of a different kind of intimacy.

			He smiles a lazy smile, his eyes still staring up toward the high ceiling. “I’m actually craving a cigarette right now,” he says.

			The comment takes me off guard. “You smoke?”

			“A long time ago, yes. I haven’t thought about smoking for ages but . . . a cigarette after sex is calming, it brings you back to earth, and after that, I don’t know if I’ll be able to find my way to earth again without at least one to navigate me.”

			“I hate cigarettes. I hate how the scent of the smoke lingers in people’s hair and clings to their clothes for days. My first lover was a smoker. I’ll never be with a man who smokes again.”

			“Damn, okay,” he says, the mischievous twinkle returning to his eyes. “How do you feel about cigars?”

			I take my pillow and hit him over the head with it. He laughs and tries to fend me off but I straddle him and hit him again and again as he playfully begs for mercy. Finally I toss aside the pillow and grin down at him. His hair is ruffled and he looks so young despite his salt-and-pepper hair . . . almost innocent.

			He’s observing me, too, drinking me in. “You’re so free right now. You’re beautiful when you’re free.”

			I feel a twinge. I’m not free. Not yet. I haven’t officially ended things with Dave.

			But I don’t want to think about that right now. I want to think about this man underneath me with his mussed hair and easy smile.

			I lean over and kiss his lips. “You see, if you smoked, I wouldn’t be doing this.”

			“That is the best antismoking campaign message I’ve ever heard in my life,” he replies.

			“Yes, well the American Cancer Society can have their tactics of fear and guilt. Me?” I lean over and kiss him again, letting it last a little longer, making it just a little more intimate. “I believe in positive reinforcement.”

			Robert’s hands move up to my waist as I continue to kiss him, his mouth, his chin, his neck. The sweat from our most recent lovemaking still clings to our skin but I feel him harden against me as my path of kisses continues south.

			What I’m feeling . . . it’s unfamiliar—carefree, playful, light. . . . I feel light.

			God, have I ever felt light before?

			My mouth reaches his hips and I feel his hands in my hair, I feel the radiance of his anticipation.

			He said he saw who I was. He said that’s the only thing he wants to see.

			I let my tongue flick across the tip of his erection. His breathing is no longer steady.

			Yes, Robert Dade does make me feel powerful, vulnerable, light . . . and sometimes a little scared.

			But I don’t feel scared now.

			My tongue travels to the base and then slowly up, over each ridge. He is at full attention. Looking at him I’m amazed that I was able to welcome the full length of him into my body without even a bit of discomfort.

			But there is never any pain when I’m with Robert. Even when he holds me down, when he pulls my hair, presses me into a wall, even when he tells me what I’m not ready to hear, there’s no real pain.

			I take him more fully into my mouth, my hand wrapping around the base of his cock while my other hand touches the tender flesh behind it. He groans as I move up and down, tasting him, knowing him.

			Nothing about this feels wrong. No distress or conflict. The pleasure doesn’t leave any space for regrets.

			I love his taste; I love what I can do to him. I can literally feel him throbbing against my tongue. He leans forward, pulls me up, but I stop him from flipping me over.

			“No, no, Mr. Dade, this is my ride now. I make the rules.”

			“Is that so?” he breathes, his smile appreciative, caring.

			“Mmm, yes. Now, would you like to have sex with me again?”

			“God yes.”

			“Really? That’s funny, because I don’t think I heard the magic word.”

			And now his smile widens to a full grin even as his chest heaves with desire. “Please.”

			“Please?” I repeat. I’m straddling him again, my hands pressing down on his hard chest, my own nakedness completely uncovered. “I was looking for ‘abracadabra’ but I suppose ‘please’ will suffice.” And as he laughs I lower myself unto him.

			And then the laughing stops . . . but not the smiles. As I ride him slowly then faster, his hands on my waist, my head thrown back, his eyes on my body, the smiles stay until the passion is so strong that our mouths stop working that way.

			But the smile inside me never falters.

			And I know without a doubt that his inner smile matches mine.

			*     *     *

			HE WANTS ME to stay but I’m not ready for that. Too much unfinished business. For years I’ve loved the idea of belonging to a relationship. I liked the rules, cherished the confines. But now I’m tickled with thoughts of freedom. I know I have to end things with Dave yet I’m not ready to be Robert Dade’s official anything. I want to ease my way into the relationship the way you might ease yourself into a cold swimming pool. Start with getting your feet wet, wade in up to your waist, wait until the water feels a little less shocking, and then throw yourself in.

			I’m wading in, but I’m not ready to fully immerse myself yet.

			I get dressed while he watches me. He wants to pull me to him but instead he reluctantly pulls on a pair of jeans and a T-shirt. My eyes wander away from him long enough to take in a few more details of the room. There’s the expensive chair that he had sat in while he watched me remove my robe from miles away.

			My eyes move past that to the floor-to-ceiling windows. The city of LA is always the most beautiful at night. It’s as if the stars that can’t be seen in the sky have fallen to the ground and paved the streets with their brilliance. I give Robert a sideways glance. “Have you always lived like this?”

			“Like what?”

			“Umm, in affluence? In totally hedonistic opulence? Have you always driven cars with values higher than the GDP of third world countries?”

			He laughs and shakes his head no. My eyes keep moving; this time it’s a framed photo of a couple that catches my attention. The frame is a little out of place. It’s made of an inexpensive wood that’s on the rustic side. I pick it up and see a woman who looks like she might be Latin . . . Mexican, Argentinean, maybe even Brazilian . . . I can’t quite tell. I can see that she must have been beautiful at some point. She has that thick, dark hair and a bone structure that plastic surgeons wish they could re-create. But even in this old photo—more than twenty years old, easily—you can see the dark circles. You can see the slight sag in her shoulders and you can see how the man by her side, his skin as white as vanilla ice cream, is helping to hold her up. But he’s tired, too. Look at the way his skin folds as he looks up at the camera. Look at the heavy smile as if the effort of saying cheese is almost too much.

			“My parents,” Robert says as he comes up behind me.

			“They look like they love each other,” I say, putting down the frame.

			“They did.”

			I hear the change of tense and understand the meaning. “I’m sorry.”

			“It’s all right,” he says with a sigh, leaning against the dresser. “It’s been a long time.”

			“May I ask what they died of?”

			“Oh, various things.” His voice is suddenly weary, like his father’s smile. “But mostly it was misplaced trust and disappointment. When taken in excess, disappointment can kill.”

			I don’t know how to move forward in this conversation so I wait to see if he is going to volunteer more. When he doesn’t, I give him a nod and turn away from the photo, find my shoes, one by the corner of the bed, the other kicked clear across the room.

			“How about you?” he asks as I fasten the straps around my ankle. “Are your parents still around?”

			“Alive and well,” I say, scanning the room for my purse.

			“Any siblings?”

			I pretend not to hear him. “I can’t find my purse. I did bring it inside, didn’t I?”

			He studies me for a moment. He knows I’m purposely ignoring his question but senses that this is not the time to push me. After all, I’ve already gone out on a limb tonight. I’m so far outside of my comfort zone, I might as well be in Mozambique.

			And I hadn’t planned on ending up in Mozambique. I don’t know the language or the laws and I’m completely unfamiliar with the currency . . . but, God, is it ever beautiful here.

		

	
		
			
			CHAPTER 13
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			THE NEXT DAY flies by. I can barely keep track of the hours, minutes, or seconds as they tumble into each other and roll past me. My team brings me their research, outlines of reports, ideas, concerns, and observations—all so I can weave them together into one beautifully cohesive presentation. It’s not an easy task and under different circumstances, it might have stressed me. But it doesn’t. I can’t be touched. The whirling around me is just buzz. It’s the confusion in Robert’s painting and I’m the lover, the strong one who can’t be thrown off balance. I study the profit margins of Maned Wolf’s European operations and I feel his kisses gently brushing against the back of my neck. I study the projections of the cyber securities division and feel him take my hand and press it into the mattress beneath us. I read the plans for new products and I smell his skin, feel his breath, sense his presence.

			I’m obsessed.

			And when Barbara buzzes my phone to tell me that Dave is calling, I almost refuse to take it. A hundred excuses play through my mind. I’m in a meeting, I’m out to lunch, I’m on the other line . . . or maybe I just don’t want to deal with the pain I’m about to inflict.

			“Hi, how you doing?” his voice sounds apologetic, caring. Four benign little words but it’s all it takes to open that little door in my heart and usher in the guilt.

			“I’m a little busy right now,” I say vaguely. Maybe there’s a way to get him to break up with me.

			“I’m sorry, I don’t want to interrupt your day. But look, I know you’re upset with me right now and . . . well, if we could just talk it out. Tonight? At Ma Poulette?”

			“I think I might need to work late.” If I could just convince him I’m not worth the effort. How do you get a man to give up on you after six years of commitment?

			My cowardice is overflowing.

			“Please, Kasie . . . just . . . I really need to see you tonight. You know the restaurant, right? The new one in Santa Monica? I’ll pick you up at seven thirty?”

			Every statement is a question. He’s trying to appease and smooth the road ahead of us.

			I hesitate as my thoughts twist themselves into shapes even I can’t make heads or tails of. I’m not on the road Dave is smoothing out anymore. The ground under my feet is loose gravel. There’s a sense of impermanence to it. And if I get hurt along the way, I don’t know if there will be anyone around to help me find my way back. This is the option I’m choosing. I’m pretty sure it’s the right choice for me but I can’t figure out why that is, so how can I explain it to Dave?

			And do I really have to?

			My cowardice has a strength that my earlier euphoria can’t quite match. The only thing that is clear for me is that I owe this man something. At the absolute least, I owe him dinner.

			“I’ll see you at seven thirty,” I say.

			Perhaps by then I’ll be brave again. . . . 

			God, I hope so.

			*     *     *

			THE DAY LOSES the surreal quality it had before. Suddenly I’m in it, rushed, critical, and as impatient as the second hand of the clock, always rushing to get to its next place. After a marathon of meetings, Barbara tells me that Simone called; she said it was important. But Simone’s idea of important usually involves a sale at Bebe. Besides, there’s no time to call her back. I rush home and get ready to break a man’s heart.

			When I answer the door of my home for Dave at seven twenty-five, I’m wearing a white knee-length dress, sleeveless but not too low cut. It would befit any politician’s wife. My hair is back up; pearls wrapped in gold decorate my earlobes.

			“You’re perfect,” Dave says as he offers me his arm.

			Ah, that word again. I’m beginning to really hate it.

			But I don’t say that as he opens the door of his Mercedes for me. It’s a nice car and it makes the statement Dave wants it to make, one of unobtrusive wealth and comfort. I think about the rush of adrenaline I felt as Robert’s Alfa Romeo rumbled beneath me, remember the thrill as it accelerated through the murky LA night.

			Do those thrills last? Would I want them to?

			But those aren’t the questions I’m supposed to be considering. I need to tell Dave the truth. Maybe over dinner, or before it, or after—maybe in the car on the way home. What is the etiquette for betrayal?

			The guilt in my heart has a voracious appetite. It’s feeding off the leftovers of last night’s happiness.

			One foot in front of another. That’s all. If I pace myself, everything will be fine. I will take care of this one grotesque task and then, in time, Dave will heal and I will feel carefree again, like I did in Robert’s arms. Yes, fine, I’ve broken rules, Dave’s rules, my parents’ rules, my own rules . . . but rules are made to be broken.

			That was my sister’s favorite cliché . . . until she decided that rules should never be made at all.

			More thoughts of my sister tug at the edges of my mind but I won’t give them the attention they’re demanding.

			I cast a sideways glance at Dave. He looks good. I think I detect the faintest hint of cologne, which is unusual for him. He’s been working through the same bottle of Polo Blue for the last five years.

			He’s wearing the sports coat I bought him from Brooks Brothers, Italian linen dyed the color of a warm cashmere tan. It suits him beautifully.

			And for the first time I notice the way he’s gripping the steering wheel as if it’s the only thing keeping him tethered to the earth. Is he nervous? Does he sense the shift in me?

			I study his expression but for once I can’t read it. His eyes are glued to the road, his lips pressed together in something that could be determination, could be apprehension.

			I give up and try to relax into the plush leather seats. My phone vibrates in my purse but I ignore it. I’m afraid of how I’ll react if it’s him. Afraid of what Dave will see in my face.

			One step at a time.

			*     *     *

			I’VE NEVER BEEN to Ma Poulette before but I don’t like the name. It’s a silly pun, playing off the French word for “hen” and one of their terms of endearment. But English speakers will fail to understand it and French speakers will fail to be amused by it.

			Still, the interior is nice. Dimmed lighting complements a bucolic charm. There’s an exposed brick wall here, wooden accents there. Dave gives his name and the hostess looks down at her list. She hesitates for a moment, her finger touching what I assume is our reservation, and when she finally looks up, her eyes linger on mine for just a moment too long and her smile is wistful.

			Something’s up. This isn’t just a simple dinner.

			Suddenly I want to get out of the restaurant. But I can’t make myself do it. That’s the funny thing about cowardice. People think it makes you run away and hide but it’s more likely to be a facilitator of something darker. It’s the emotion that allows you to be passively led to places and fates you would otherwise reject.

			And so I am led—the hostess in front, Dave’s hand on my arm guiding me. The patrons we pass blur together as we’re led to a closed door . . . another dining room, I’m told. Something more intimate.

			One step at a time, I think as I listen to my heels click against the hard floor.

			The hostess opens the door. As we step in, I see them all: his parents, my parents, a few college friends, one of the partners from Dave’s firm, his godfather, Dylan Freeland . . . who is also the cofounder of my firm. Inexplicably, Asha is a few steps behind him. And then there’s Simone; her eyes are wide and reflect the fear I’m feeling. She shakes her head and I know what she wishes she could say: I called. I tried to warn you. You chose the wrong time to stop listening.

			“I wanted everyone we love to be here for this,” Dave says softly as all these people smile at us, clutching their own loved ones’ hands, waiting for the magical moment.

			Dave lowers himself to one knee. I can’t move, can’t even look at him. My gaze is glued to my feet. One step at a time.

			He reaches into that sports coat, the coat I bought him, the coat that will now have more significance than I ever meant it to have. I won’t look. I squeeze my eyes closed. I don’t want this diamond. I don’t want to be Dave’s white rose.

			“Kasie,” he says. His voice is confident, insistent. Reluctantly I open my eyes.

			It’s my ruby. The very ruby Dave and I had looked at, with all its delectable silks and passionate red glow.

			“Kasie,” he says again.

			He got me a ruby. Something inside me softens.

			“Did you hear me?” he asks, a slight touch of nervousness in his tone now. I look up, see the approving smiles of my parents, see the encouragement in the eyes of our friends.

			“I asked you to marry me,” he says. I think he’s said it a few times now. I had lost myself in the ruby, in the cowardice, in the simple ease of being led to a once-rejected fate.

			“You bought me a ruby,” I say, my voice sounds so quiet, so removed. “You’re asking me to marry you.”

			Our friends, our coworkers, our family . . . they’re all represented here in this room. Some came from far away. They all expect to hear the same answer.

			I meet Dave’s eyes and smile wide, for him, for our guests.

			“You’re asking me to marry you,” I say one more time, “and my answer is yes.”

		

	
		
			
			CHAPTER 14
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			CHAOS.

			I don’t know how else to describe it. The cheers that erupt are so out of sync with my emotions. Every handshake and tearful congratulations frightens me. This should have been a private moment between two people: me and Dave. Even in the best of circumstances I would have wanted it that way.

			These are not the best of circumstances.

			I see Simone standing in the corner, her normal effervescence nowhere to be seen. She and I share the secret, my secret, and it hurts her as it demolishes me.

			My mother’s arms are around my neck, her tears against my cheek. “We’re so proud of you!”

			“I didn’t do anything, Mom,” I protest. “This dinner, the proposal, it’s all Dave.”

			“And who chose Dave? You!” She laughs. “Honestly, I look at you and the choices you make, and I know we made good choices with you.” She pulls away, looks me in the eye. “This is good,” she says. “We are good.”

			I hear what’s not being said. The life I lead, at least the one the world knows of, is a vindication. It excuses a failure that none of us talk about. My rational and responsible choices are an announcement to the universe that anything that happened with Melody wasn’t my parents’ fault. It was her, not them. After all, look at Kasie! Kaise is perfect.

			My mother takes my hand in hers as my father shadows her, smiling his approval.

			“An odd selection,” she says, looking at the ring. “Why not a diamond?”

			“It’s not what she wanted,” Dave answers, pulling himself away from his colleagues.

			“It’s not, but you said you wouldn’t offer me what I wanted,” I remind him. “Just yesterday you refused to hear me.”

			Dave grows serious for a moment and then with a gentle excuse to my parents pulls me aside. “Up until tonight I haven’t handled our engagement well.”

			“No,” I agree. “Neither have I.” I flush as I think of what an enormous understatement that is.

			“I never actually proposed. I didn’t say the words. I took all the surprise out of it.”

			I glance around the room. “Surprise” can mean so many things. There’s the surprise of fortune and then there’s the surprise of miscalculation.

			“I wanted to correct that,” he explains. “So I led you to believe I wasn’t getting you this ring so you would be all the more excited when I did. I brought our family here to surprise you to make up for not surprising you with the proposal itself. Otherwise, to propose after the fact . . . after we had already been ring shopping . . .” He shrugs. “It would have been a formality. I wanted to give you romance.”

			I see his point. I get it. I look back at my parents. They’re hugging. My traditionally stoic father is as teary as my mother.

			They’re proud of me. They’re proud of themselves. I’m living the life they want me to live.

			Because really, somebody has to.

			*     *     *

			MORE HANDSHAKES, MORE toasts, the champagne is flowing. . . . I can’t grasp the moment. Dylan Freeland approaches. He embraces Dave and gives me a more formal kiss on the cheek. “I trust you’ll take care of this young man,” he says. “He’s like a son to me.”

			The grin on my face feels ugly and misshapen. I don’t like this meeting of worlds. It’s an unsettling reminder that my personal life is loosely tied to my professional prospects. The tightrope I’m walking isn’t as strong as it’s supposed to be and only now do I fully realize that there is no net.

			I excuse myself. I need air. I press my way through the crowd. Every step I take brings another congratulations from a new voice. I quicken my pace. I feel nauseous and dizzy as I look for the door, the exit that will lead me out of my nightmare.

			I finally reach a patio but it’s not empty. Asha stands there, a thin cigarette in her hand. “We’re not supposed to smoke,” Asha says in lieu of a greeting. “Not even on the patio.” She takes a long drag and lets the smoke out through the side of her mouth. “But sometimes you just have to break the rules. Don’t you agree?”

			I stand on the other side of the patio putting as much distance as I can between me and the smoke that carries the promise of cancer.

			“I’m surprised you’re here,” I say.

			She shrugs. “Dave called the office. He wasn’t sure if there was anyone you were close to there, anyone at all who he should invite. Funny he should have to ask. Anyway, I told him there wasn’t . . . just me.”

			“We’re not close.”

			“No, but I was curious.”

			I try to maintain my focus. She’s wearing a tight-fitting black dress with a cutout back revealing a half circle of smooth, brown skin. We’re like cowboys in a Western except we wear our white and black hats in the form of dresses and we’ve traded our guns for other deadly but less tangible weapons.

			But then perhaps my white hat should be colored light gray.

			“Do you have a problem with me?” I ask her. I’m not sure I care about the answer. This night is filled with demons more frightening than her.

			“No one has a problem with you, Kasie,” Asha says before inhaling again. “You were given your job as a gift from a grateful lover and now you’ll be married to both. You’re blessed.”

			“No one gave me my job,” I counter. “I pulled a string to get an interview, that’s all.”

			“True.” She takes an empty glass and drops the cigarette inside. The smoke curls up and rises out, making the stemware into something of a witch’s cauldron. “You’re very good at your job, too. Just be careful. Because the problem with strings is that if you keep pulling them, things unravel.”

			*     *     *

			IT’S ANOTHER HALF HOUR before Simone catches up with me. She pulls me into the bathroom and checks for feet under the stalls. “What are you doing?” She hisses once our privacy is ensured.

			“I couldn’t reject him in front of everyone. Our family, our friends, his colleagues . . . I couldn’t.”

			Simone breathes out her frustration. “I underestimated Dave,” she mutters more to herself than to me.

			“He can be very romantic.”

			Simone looks up sharply, studies my expression, and seems unhappy with what she finds there.

			“So what now?” she asks, her tone harsh, demanding. “You’ll reject him tonight? Tomorrow?”

			“I don’t know.”

			“After the witnesses have gone and you’ve reclaimed the stage?”

			I look down at the ruby. I see my parents’ faces. I think about the exuberance outside of this restroom. I think of Dave and his desire to do things right.

			Once upon a time I had wanted to do things right, too. I had believed in black and white, right and wrong, good and bad. The truth is, I’m not really a Taoist. I just learned enough about the religion to pass my college exam. I learned enough to romanticize the philosophy when it’s convenient. I’ve never had a comfortable friendship with ambiguity.

			“We are good,” my mother said, but she didn’t know how wrong she was. I’ve gagged and bound the angel on my shoulder and given my devil my mind and body as a playground.

			Can I go back? Do I even want to?

			“I don’t know,” I say. It’s an answer to both Simone’s questions and my own. I tried taking one step at a time but now I don’t know what direction I’m supposed to walk in. So I stand in the bathroom, weighed down by secrets and jewelry, looking for bread crumbs to lead me back to a path that doesn’t terrify me.

			The bathroom door opens. It’s Ellis, the woman who I went to school with during my undergrad years, the woman who took me to the luncheon where I first met Dave. We rarely see each other anymore . . . maybe three or four times a year for a reunion lunch, but tonight she treats me like I’m her best friend in the world. “I’m so happy for you!” She gushes as she brushes past Simone. “I always tell everyone I know that you and Dave are the perfect couple.”

			And as she embraces me, I hear Simone mutter to herself, “Perfect, like the statues of Italy.”

			*     *     *

			DAVE DRIVES ME HOME. My ring needs to be resized. It squeezes a bit too tightly.

			I’ve given my answer but have yet to make my decision. My world is upside down and backward like that. And it’s my fault. I can no more blame Robert Dade for the complexities in my life than I can blame a fierce storm for knocking down a poorly made building.

			“Are you happy?” he asks, and I nod and smile because I don’t know what else to do.

			He pulls into my driveway and turns to me. “May I come in for a nightcap?”

			The word takes me off guard. It’s old-fashioned and formal, the kind of thing a man asks for with an ironic smile on a third date. But Dave has been with me for six years, touched my bare skin more frequently than my favorite perfume has. Tonight he pledged to spend his life with me. He’s past the point of having to drop hints to charm his way into my home.

			Still, I don’t question it. So much has been strange between us lately, maybe this new twist in his vocabulary is simply in keeping with our new awkwardness. So I lead him in and as he watches from the doorway of my kitchen, I select a sweet port from my small collection of wines and two fragile glasses for us to drink from.

			But before I can open the bottle, he puts his hand on mine. It’s a light touch and yet . . . it holds a different kind of weight.

			“It’s been a while, Kasie.”

			I stare down at the unopened bottle.

			“Ten days since we’ve made love,” he continues.

			“Ah, you’ve been counting,” I tease but there’s a tremor in my voice. Has it really been that long? Why haven’t I noticed?

			Because it hasn’t been ten days for me. It hasn’t even been a day. In the wee hours of the morning I had been with Robert Dade.

			Dave moves his hand to my wrist, his fingers pressing gently down on the little vein that gives away my speeding pulse.

			How can I do this? How can I be with two men within twenty-four hours? How can I call myself anything other than a slut after that?

			I focus my eyes on the port, not even allowing myself to blink, as if even the slightest movement of my lids might produce tears.

			“Let me pour us something to drink?” I ask meekly. My guilt has made me timid. It makes me blush and tremble.

			Dave sees all this, he feels my racing pulse . . . but he reads it differently. He leans over and tenderly touches his lips to mine. It’s a soft kiss, loving, and as he quietly opens my lips with his tongue, I yield to him, raising my arms and wrapping them around his neck as he pulls me closer. Some of my fear subsides. This feels simple, comfortable, secure. God, do I crave a sense of security right now.

			And I like the way Dave holds me, like I’m precious and worthy of admiration.

			It’s so dissimilar from the uncontrolled passion that shoots from Robert’s fingertips. I remember him biting my lip, holding my arms above my head while tenderly kissing my neck, pressing me up against the wall as I welcomed him inside me. . . . 

			I pull away from Dave. “A drink,” I say weakly. “I want us to have a drink together first.”

			Dave’s confusion is clear but it’s the hurt I see that tears at my heart. I lean forward and place a closed-mouth kiss on his jawline. “Just one drink first. I want you to taste this port.”

			He nods and walks out of my kitchen.

			How many times have I seen Dave leave a room? It never bothered me before. But now the sight of his retreating back hits me like an ominous omen. I have to take three deep breaths before I can steady my hands enough to effectively dislodge the cork.

			I find him on my sofa. He doesn’t look at me as I hand him his glass. The wine is such a deep red it’s almost black and now even that innocuous detail seems telling. The room is suddenly filled with signs and every single one of them is alarming.

			Another deep breath, a few more silent words of reason to help me pull it together.

			Dave finally raises his eyes, his pain sharpening into something that resembles an accusation. “Are you still mad at me?” he asks.

			I stare back, blankly.

			“I shouldn’t have left you that night,” he continues. “The night you straddled my lap and asked me to . . .” His voices fades off and he looks away again. “I apologized with roses. But if that’s not enough, just tell me the price for moving past it. Because this”—he vaguely gestures with his hand at everything and nothing—“this is hell.”

			“I’m not charging you for a miscommunication. I’m not angry.”

			“But something’s off,” Dave observes. “When I put my arm around your shoulders, you don’t lean into me the way you used to. It used to be that when I reached for your hand, your palm would just naturally melt against mine. Now it’s as if our palms don’t fit together the way they used to. I asked you to marry me tonight in front of everyone in the world who matters to us. Is it too much to ask that we celebrate and . . .” Again, his voice fades.

			I almost don’t recognize this man. I’ve never seen him miserable.

			I did this to him.

			“Dave,” I say his name carefully and sit by his side. But I don’t reach for him. Instead I sip the rich sweet notes of wine and try to find an explanation that will help rather than destroy.

			“Did I scare you that night?” he asks. “Please tell me I didn’t. I want to make you feel safe. It’s my job. Please tell me I didn’t mess up something so fundamental. Please.”

			“No, you make me feel safe,” I say quickly. “Always.” I study the contents of my glass before taking another sip.

			“Then what is it?”

			I don’t answer right away. I’m busy gathering up my scattered bits of courage. This is the moment. I know that. It’s now that I need to tell him.

			“Is it your sister?”

			The non sequitur jars me, throws me completely off balance.

			“You know we’re a week away from her birthday. Melody would have been thirty-seven, right?”

			How on earth did we get here, from talking about the troubles in our relationship to talking about Melody? She has no place in this exchange.

			“She died two days after her twenty-second birthday, right? That means we’re approaching the fifteenth anniversary of her death.”

			I don’t respond. The conversation we had been engaged in ripped at my gut but this conversation is untenable. I know why Dave and I are having problems; that’s on me. But to try to blame this new distance between us on Melody would be worse than anything I have done so far. And it would be worse than all her sins combined.

			“You were thirteen when she died,” Dave is speaking slowly as he tries to remember the details of a story that I so rarely tell. “It was a suicide.”

			“No,” I spit out the word vehemently. “It was an accidental overdose.” I say this as if that isn’t a kind of suicide. Cocaine, ecstasy, tequila, men: my sister used them all to feed her self-destruction. Every line, shot, and brutal crush was no better than a violent slash of a knife.

			And yet she said she loved them all. Her love of excess and recklessness was only matched by her hatred of structure and tedious commitments.

			She accidentally overdosed. My mother said she brought it on herself.

			Dave doesn’t say anything. He doesn’t want this to be a monologue. He had hoped I would hold his hand. He wants me to once again lean into his embrace and tell him he knows me better than anyone else.

			But this was not a reminder that will lead to that kind of affection. At the moment it’s hard for me to think of him at all because, at the moment, I’m not his fiancée. I don’t even know him. We’ve never met.

			At the moment I’m nine years old and I’m staring out my bedroom window at a girl named Melody who can’t stop dancing. She’s dancing in the front yard to music no one else can hear.

			It will be the last time I will ever see her. She came home to ask our parents for money and when they refused to open the door, refused to even acknowledge her presence, she had danced.

			But I’m not going to talk about those things to Dave or anyone else. Instead I drag myself back to the present and pull my lips up into a small, practiced smile before I wrap my hand around his knee and stare up into his eyes. “This isn’t about her,” I say. “It’s not even about us. It’s about me being ridiculous.”

			“Ridiculous?” he repeats as if struggling to find a way to apply the word to me.

			“You were right to walk out on me that night,” I continue. “I wasn’t acting like myself. Wedding jitters maybe. But it wasn’t right.” I lean into him, the way I used to, the way he wants me to. “There’s no percentage in being crazy or out of control.”

			He brushes my cheek with the back of his hand. “You’re not like any woman I’ve ever met in my life. You’re my Kasie, and you’re perfect. I said you weren’t that night we ate at Scarpetta’s. I lied.”

			“No, that was the truth. But I’m sure there have been other, nicer lies that you’ve told me over the years. We all lie, occasionally,” I say. “And we make mistakes.”

			“I suppose so,” he says uncertainly.

			“Maybe what differentiates the good from the bad is that only some of us . . . when we lie, when we make a mistake . . . maybe some of us can pull it together and . . . and fix things.”

			Again I feel the tears well up as he kisses my cheek but this time I let a few slip from the corners of my eyes and I don’t protest as he tastes them.

			You’re not like any woman I’ve ever met in my life.

			His words . . . and I like them. I like the idea of being completely unique.

			It means that I’m nothing like her at all.

			His kisses have traveled up to my forehead and then down again to my mouth. I don’t object as he takes the port glass out of my hand and places it on the coaster resting on the coffee table. I don’t pull away as he unzips my dress, pulls it off my shoulders, cups my breasts. I don’t challenge him as he cautiously removes my dress entirely and folds it over the arm of a chair along with his own sports coat and shirt. I don’t say no as he lowers me down on that sofa and lays on top of me, careful, oh so careful not to hurt me, bruise me, cause me even a moment of discomfort. He cherishes me. I feel it as he brushes his fingers over my stomach. I feel it when he kisses my hair; I feel it in the warmth of his smile. This is where I’m supposed to be. These are the rules I have chosen for my life. I had no right to offer myself to Robert Dade. He has no place in my personal life or in my thoughts.

			And as Dave kisses my forehead, I try to ignore the images, the memories . . . I try to forget that only this morning I had lost control.

		

	
		
			
			CHAPTER 15

			[image: •]

			DAVE STAYS OVER. Of course he does. It’s hardly the first time.

			It’s just that we haven’t been spending the night together for a few weeks. I’ve forgotten the feel of it. His gentle snores are jarring to me now.

			I turn on my side and look at him. His mouth is slack as he sleeps.

			Dave and I had been going out for a week before he kissed me, three months before we made love. He said he didn’t want to rush me, that he knew I wasn’t that kind of girl. I didn’t have the heart to tell him that I hadn’t waited half that time with the men before him. My first had been when I was twenty. I had been so desperate to get rid of my virginity, I hadn’t cared that he smelled of cigarettes, that he spoke in clichés, that he barely looked at me as he forced his way in. My second lover had been a smart, tall, beautiful lacrosse player wth roaming hands and a roving eye. The pain of the breakup had been sharp but fleeting. There had been plenty of Kleenex left in the box once I was done crying.

			But Dave is different. He respects me. He thinks I’m precious. He honors me with outdated romantic notions.

			And to top it all off he helped me get the job I wanted.

			Dave has given me so much, it makes sense that he’ll be my first forever, the first thing in my life that will be more than a stage.

			That constancy has value, right? Certainly more value than the illicit secrets that weave themselves into my dreams at night. I can never make love to Robert again. Never. I will force him out of my life.

			Now if I could only force him out of my head.

			*     *     *

			IT’S ONLY 7:00 A.M. and I’m handing Dave his lunch and a travel mug full of a deep-bodied coffee before his unusually early conference call. He’s surprised, I’ve never made him lunch to take to the office before. It’s a Norman Rockwell kind of move, which is good. I need to incorporate a little Norman Rockwell morality into my life.

			He kisses me on the forehead and I feel the completeness of his affection. As I watch him leave, I feel something else, too, something that springs from deep within me. I want it to be love.

			But it feels a lot like obligation.

			I was in Dave’s debt before, what with the job and his frequent kindnesses. But now that I’ve betrayed him, I owe him so much more, more than gifts or favors. I owe him happiness.

			Almost an hour later, while I’m dressing for work, my phone rings and Robert’s assistant’s number pops up.

			No, that’s wrong. It’s Mr. Dade again. I have to find a way to turn him back into a stranger.

			“Miss Fitzgerald?” Sonya’s inquisitive voice melts through the phone. “Sorry to call so early.”

			“It’s fine.” I sit on the edge of the bed wearing nothing but a matching bra and panties with the phone pressed to my ear. I feel exposed, which is silly. Sonya can’t see me. But she does know things about me that others don’t and I’m reminded of this when she tells me in a tone that is a little too intimate that Mr. Dade is requesting a meeting away from his office.

			“13900 Tahiti Way, in Marina Del Rey,” she says. There’s something about this address that thrills her. I can tell by the way she whispers the numbers.

			“What’s there?” I keep my own tone flat, emotionless. I want to wipe her memory away. . . . Has she imagined me with him? Has she imagined me with her? Did I call out when Robert let his fingers slide over my clit, when he kissed my neck, my breasts? . . . 

			Did she hear me when I lost control?

			“Oh, I just figured you two had already worked out the details. . . . I didn’t ask specifically which part of the marina. . . . I mean, it’s not my business.”

			And with that comment I know that she heard everything, imagined everything; to her I’m not just an associate of Mr. Dade’s. I’m the woman he fucked on his desk and it doesn’t matter what tone I use, what outfits I wear . . . she’ll always know me for my indiscretions.

			I hate her for it.

			I hang up the phone without another word. But then nothing else needed to be said. He knows I’ll come. It’s my job, my addiction, my temptation . . . it doesn’t really matter if it’s lust, ambition, or just plain ol’ curiosity that’ll get me there.

			All that matters is that he knows I’ll come.

			A trickle of foreboding works its way down my spine. I know where my place is now. It’s with Dave. I had my last hoorah with Robert Dade.

			I’ll go to the meeting for the sake of ambition and in spite of the lust, which I will have to repress. I’ll go to the meeting to say good-bye.

			I select a Theory suit, not as provocative as the clothes I wore the day he last saw me but significantly more stylish than my regular garb. I pair it with a satin blouse that could pass as menswear if it wasn’t for the fabric. He will not shake me.

			Or if he does, he won’t see it.

			It’s not until I’m in the car, plugging the address into the navigation, that Sonya’s words come back to me. The marina?

			For a split second I consider removing the keys from the ignition. Why would I meet this man at a marina? The location is too soft, too romantic, whispers of too many fantasies of just sailing away from it all.

			But he knows I’ll come and so I turn the key.

			*     *     *

			I PULL INTO the parking lot lining the peninsula. Moorings holding pleasure crafts are surrounded by high-rise condos and hotels. It’s fantasy meets urban reality—an appropriate metaphor for my current predicament. But I can’t have both. I have to give up the fantasy.

			My cell buzzes with a new text message. It’s from him. He simply tells me where to park, where to walk, which gates to open. The text is eerily well timed. It’s as if he has a sixth sense when it comes to me.

			I study his words again. He’s instructing me. Just as he instructed me that one night in Vegas . . . just as he had instructed me when he had watched me through his computer screen. But perhaps these instructions are more benign?

			No, not benign. Nothing about Robert Dade is benign. And neither is my eagerness to follow his directives.

			As I walk away from my car to the gate that he told me to walk through, the Ritz-Carlton to my left, the ocean to my right, I find myself wondering what he’ll ask me to do next.

			It’s hot; the jacket comes off. Even satin isn’t right for this setting but it’ll have to do. I follow the steps and go down the dock, passing sailboats, restaurants, tourists, and palm trees until I find the place where I’m supposed to turn . . . toward the horizon. And I see him, standing on top of a small yacht, wearing another cheap T-shirt, charcoal gray this time so it matches his hair; his jeans are faded. . . . I can’t tell if they’re old or simply designed to look that way. Doesn’t matter.

			I walk to him, just as he asked, but stop when I’m still several feet away from the boat.

			“Are we meeting in the yacht club?” I ask from the dock.

			“No, come aboard.”

			I’m pained by how much I want to heed his request. I want to let him take me on yet another adventure. I want to follow my devil’s lead.

			But I shake my head. “There are plenty of restaurants for us to have our lunch meeting.”

			He studies me for a moment. “Is everything all right?”

			It’s a good question. Maybe it isn’t right now but surely it will be if I just stay strong. I press my lips together and give a stiff nod.

			“If I come down there, I will not be a gentleman.”

			He’s teasing but the threat scares me anyway. Everything has changed. I am now officially engaged and everyone, my friends, my parents, my colleagues, they all know it. If Robert does anything to give me away, the consequences will coat my world with humiliation. I can’t even let myself think about it.

			“I could turn around and leave right now,” I say. The wind picks up and lifts my hair with a silent force. I wore it down again and I’m getting used to the way it feels when it moves. I’m getting used to the way Mr. Dade’s words move me, too, and that’s a problem. I will myself to turn away from him. “I’m not here for that, Mr. Dade.”

			“Ah, so we’re back to formalities.” There’s a question there. He doesn’t understand the degree of the shift. He thinks I’ve just gotten a little scared . . . or that maybe I’m teasing him back.

			“I think . . . for a lot of reasons, we should strive for a more . . . professional decorum. I . . . I’m afraid I let things get a little too familiar. It won’t happen again.”

			He pauses, studies me. “I assume you’ve heard the story of the boy who cries wolf?” he asks, deadpan. “You realize that you don’t have a lot of credibility in this area.”

			“I’m serious this time.”

			“As opposed to last time, when you were just joking?”

			“I’m not getting on the boat.”

			I roll back my shoulders and meet his gaze. I wait for the anger, the hurt, the bewilderment that must be coming. But his poker face is flawless. I can’t predict what hand is about to be played. . . . 

			Until he smiles—it’s the smile I get when I realize I’m playing chess against a worthy adversary. It’s the smile of someone who knows he’s about to win against the best.

			“If I come down there, Miss Fitzgerald, I will kiss you”—he raises his hand as I start to protest—“and I won’t stop there. I will touch you the way you want me to touch you.”

			“Quiet!” I hiss.

			I look around self-consciously. I don’t see anyone on the nearby boats but that doesn’t mean anything. We’re in public, his voice is strong, I can’t count on the ocean breeze carrying his every word out to sea.

			“You do want that, don’t you, Kasie?” He says, his voice keeping the same steady volume—the tenure low, insistent, confident. “You want me to touch you right here, in full daylight so that everyone in that bistro only a stone’s throw away would see you. You want the audience. You want me to pull off the mask in front of everyone.”

			“I can’t get on the boat,” I say, but now it’s my voice that’s getting weaker. He has no right to say these things to me . . . and I have no right to want them.

			But the fantasies are tiptoeing into my consciousness. On the desk in front of my team, on the couch in front of his friends . . . walking through a casino wearing a Herve Leger dress, everyone looking at me, seeing me as the woman I’m not supposed to be.

			“Come aboard,” he says, softer, kinder. “Nothing will happen that you don’t want to happen. Remember, all you have to do is say no.”

			Hadn’t I said no? Hadn’t I said I can’t get on the boat? Wasn’t can’t the same as no?

			But it wasn’t. Can’t spoke to what I was capable of doing and what I wasn’t. No wasn’t about capabilities; it was about desire.

			I had no desire to say no.

			Carefully, I find my way onto the boat.

			He meets me, kisses me innocently on the cheek, but his hand slips between us and I gasp as he applies a slight pressure to the one spot that will always give me away.

			“I didn’t come for that,” I say, stepping away.

			“No, you came to work.” He walks over to a bottle of sauvignon blanc that’s been chilling in a bucket. “You would never come here just because you want me to touch you again, although you do. You wouldn’t come just because you feel alive when you’re with me. You wouldn’t come because I’m the only one you can be your true self with. But for work? Yes, for work you’ll always come.”

			He pours a glass of the white wine and offers it to me. The drink reminds me of Dave. I shake my head.

			“I’m not my true self when I’m with you. I don’t know who I am.”

			“That’s the problem,” he says, taking the wine for himself. It’s the first thing he hasn’t tried to push on me since I arrived. “You don’t know who you are. You even had me describe you to you last time we met and you still can’t figure it out. Normally that would be enough to make me lose interest. Self-awareness is sexy. Delusions are not.”

			The sun is at my back and yet I reach into my bag and pull out my sunglasses. I sense that I’m going to need as many layers of protection as possible. “You think I’m delusional?”

			“At times. It doesn’t suit you.”

			“If it’s such a turnoff, maybe you should back the fuck off.”

			Robert Dade bursts into laughter. It’s an easy laugh with just a touch of opulence. It softens my edges and makes me want to step toward him rather than away.

			“Like I said, I would. But the thing is,” and with this it’s he who takes a step forward, “the woman who you really are . . . the one who you keep so tightly under wraps, the woman who is only allowed out when she is touched a certain way, made to feel certain things . . . that woman is so damn compelling . . . I can’t seem to turn away.”

			Turn around and leave. Tell him that the engagement has been announced.

			But I don’t say a word. My voice was carried off with the wind.

			“I want that woman,” he says again, taking another step. “And not just in the bedroom. I want to know what she’s like over a candlelight dinner. I want to see her on the beach. I want to know what it would feel like to walk beside her talking about the thoughts you never let her share.”

			“I’m getting married.”

			“To a man you don’t love.”

			“He’s the man I want.”

			“What a seductive little liar you are.”

			I lift my chin and strike him with a defiant glare. A flash of respect . . . I see it in his eyes . . . but then maybe it’s always there. Respect for me in those hazel eyes of his . . . but then it’s not for me. It’s for this woman he thinks I’m hiding from him. A woman I don’t want to be.

			“I want Dave Beasley.”

			“Do you?” His voice is gentle now but it’s impossible to miss the hint of sarcasm. “What exactly do you want him to do to you?”

			“Don’t be crude.”

			“Do you want him to keep you in line?”

			I don’t answer. Robert is very close now. If he takes one more step forward, we’ll be touching.

			But he doesn’t. Instead he circles me the same way he did in that Venetian hotel room.

			“Do you want him to suppress your true nature? Keep you on the leash you made for yourself?”

			“Shut up.” My whispered tone contradicts the meaning of the words. I feel him behind me although he still isn’t touching me.

			“Do you want him to confine you? Are you afraid you won’t be able to do that job all by yourself?”

			His breath tickles my ear as he moves to my right. I wait for him to complete the circle but he doesn’t. He just stands there at my side, facing me. If I lean in, just a little, the top of my head will touch his chin. My shoulder will touch his chest; my hand, his thigh.

			I continue to stare straight ahead, thankful for my dark glasses. They mute the colors that are just a little too bright today.

			“Look at my hand,” I say quietly.

			He pauses, perplexed by what seems like an odd request. But then he sees it, lifts it up so the light hits it just so.

			“He bought me a ruby,” I say as he studies the stone. “Not a diamond ring, a ruby.”

			“Whose idea was that?”

			Again I don’t answer.

			“It was yours.” He says the words with the tone of pleasant surprise. And now he does reach out. He moves my hair away from my face. I don’t turn to look at him.

			“You let the woman you’re trying to destroy pick your ring.”

			“This isn’t Sybil. There is only one me.”

			“Oh I know . . . and it’s you, the only true you, that I want. Not the facade who smiles sweetly and pretends that she’s some white rose . . . delicate, bland, weak.”

			“Did you call me here for a business meeting, Mr. Dade?”

			“I want to tear that facade away.” He lifts his hands and clutches at the air around my body as if he could literally pull away some invisible force field. “I want to throw it in the ocean where you’ll never be able to get your hands on it again. I don’t want you on that leash, Kasie. I don’t want to confine you, I don’t want to control you. I want to set you free.”

			“Says the man who practically blackmailed me into boarding this boat.”

			“Ah, yes. But that’s different. For now it seems I have to practically blackmail you to do what you want to do. I want you to do those things on your own. I want you to indulge your desires the way you indulge your ambition.”

			“Don’t be stupid.”

			“If you did, you would be unstoppable.”

			“I love him.”

			He hesitates. He hadn’t seen that coming.

			“I love him,” I say, louder this time.

			“Ah,” he murmurs. “That lie is less alluring.”

			“You had sex with me.” My voice is even, cold. “You know my body, you even know how to make it sing . . . but that’s just chemistry. Dave knows my past, he knows how I think. . . . You know my body, Mr. Dade. Dave knows me.”

			“I doubt that.”

			“He knows where I come from.”

			“I’m sure. Just as I’m sure he knows where he wants you to go.”

			“No. He wants what I want. Not because he’s trying to accommodate me but because we really do want the same things. That’s what makes us compatible. You’re the one pushing me. What you and I have . . . it’s just . . . just . . .”

			“Chemistry,” Robert finishes for me.

			He steps away, takes a seat on one of his deck chairs. He drinks his wine a little too fast. Is he nervous? It’s not an emotion I’ve ever associated with him before.

			“Do you know what chemistry is?” he asks.

			I shrug but in my mind I answer the question.

			Chemistry is the sparks that ignite inside me when Mr. Dade’s fingers brush against my neck. It’s the quickening of my pulse when he kisses that same spot, tasting my salt, licking that delicate patch of skin. It’s the throbbing I feel between my legs when his hands travel from my shoulders to my breasts, to my stomach . . . lower. . . . 

			“It’s the study of atomic matter,” Robert says, pulling me out of my thoughts. “It’s the description of how different chemical elements react. But more importantly it’s the study of the makeup of those elements.”

			“I think I should go.”

			“In order for two elements to react to one another, they have to meet,” he continues. “They quickly latch on to and, in some truly primitive way, recognize the details of the other element that will lead to a chemical reaction.”

			“I have no idea what you’re getting at.”

			“We wouldn’t react to one another the way we do if we weren’t able to sense something fundamental about one another’s nature. When I saw you . . . when I touched you, I sensed that there was something in the very makeup of who you are that would cause me to react in ways that I simply wouldn’t, couldn’t react to others. We’re baking soda and vinegar, Diet Coke and Mentos—”

			“Scotch and soda?”

			He smiles at my unexpected contribution to his monologue.

			“I don’t know that scotch and soda actually cause a chemical reaction.”

			“Maybe not,” I admit. But now I’m thinking about the cool, mild sting of the scotch when he had dabbed it between my legs, I remember the taste of it on his tongue.

			Chemistry.

			“I love him,” I say again. The sun is getting higher in the sky. I feel it beating on my shoulders. A small bead of sweat rolls down from my hairline. It’s the sun I’m reacting to. I say the words to myself. It’s the sun . . . not the heat.

			“I almost believe you,” he says. For a moment I think he’s hearing my thoughts as well as my words.

			“You should believe me.” I brace myself, find my courage, and tear my eyes away from the horizon to meet his. “I have never lied to you.”

			“But you lie to him.”

			“I love him,” I explain. “Everyone lies to the people they love. They’re the only ones worth the effort.”

			“Then you must love yourself very much.”

			Something catches in my throat. I don’t know if it’s a giggle or a scream.

			“Does Dave love this freckle as much as I do?” He stands again, puts his finger on the freckle that rests above the scoop neckline of my shirt, right where my breast begins to swell.

			“Do you shiver when his hands slide to your waist, when his hands slip underneath the silky fabric of your top?” His hands are on my waist; his thumbs slide underneath the bottom of my shirt so that they now press into my flesh.

			“Does he make you tremble when he pulls you to him.” His hands move to the small of my back and apply just enough pressure to move me forward, into him. “When he lifts you up.” I’m in his arms; my feet are lifted from the ground as I cling to him. “When he takes you—” He’s carrying me down into the cabin, through a kitchen, a living room, into a bedroom. . . . 

			And just as he predicted, I shiver.

			He has left his words on the deck of his yacht. In the cabin there is just the sound of each one of our breaths mingling together to create a pressing but jagged rhythm. As he lowers me onto the bed, I forget. Dave, my work, my ideals . . . 

			 . . . and I remember . . . the kisses, the taste of him, the feeling of him inside me.

			I exhale as my shirt falls to the floor; my bra isn’t far behind. I gather the blankets beneath me into my fist as he grazes his teeth over one nipple, then the next.

			Some feelings are almost too strong. They can’t be harnessed. Some desires can do nothing short of overwhelm.

			I arch my back as his hand slides up the inside of my thigh.

			I can’t think. . . . I won’t think. . . . Just the quiet scent of his aftershave screams seduction to me now.

			My pants are still on but they might as well not be. They offer no protection from the heat of his touch as he presses his hand into me.

			His radio is on, playing softly through the speakers—classic rock; the genre fits him. He’s the grit of Jimmy Hendrix and the eerie mystery of Pink Floyd and the groovy elegance of the Doors.

			He has the top button of my waistband undone; I feel my pants loosen as he pulls the zipper down and the air on my thighs as he pulls them off of me.

			“Stairway to Heaven” is fading into something else . . . ah yes the Rolling Stones. It’s “Ruby Tuesday.”

			Rubies.

			My eyes open and suddenly I can see, not just the room around me but the path I’m on. I reach down and cover his hand with mine just as he’s about to pull my panties off of me.

			He pauses, hoping that the gesture isn’t the stop sign he senses it is. But I keep his hand still, gripping it firmly, not with passion, but with resolve.

			“Kasie,” he says, looking into my eyes.

			“I love him,” I say. The boat sways ever so slightly; Mick Jagger croons good-bye to “Ruby Tuesday.” “I love him . . . and that’s not just a feeling, it’s a decision.”

			“You’re choosing prison over the unknown.”

			“We’re all in some kind of prison,” I point out. “But I can pick my cage, and the cage I’ll live in with Dave is gilded.”

			And with that, I pull away, sit up, and reach for my bra, the remnants of his touch still warm on my breast, my body still aching for him; my devil is still pulling me toward him. . . . 

			But I’ve made my decision. This is not my place. Robert is right; he is the unknown. And I reject the adventure of discovery. Maybe my life with Dave really will be a sort of prison but it’s the Ritz-Carlton compared to the dingy prison of my guilt.

			“Don’t go,” he says.

			I whirl around. I’m still wearing nothing but my undergarments but I feel an invisible armor building up around me, shielding me from the attacks of temptation. “Why are you doing this?” I ask. “Why me? Is it that you want what you can’t have?”

			“I thought . . . I hoped I could have you,” he says quietly. “Every taste of you intensifies the craving. Like the Turkish delight the White Witch gives to Edmund in Narnia. I just have to have more.”

			“So that means you’re Edmund, a modern metaphor for Judas, and I’m the personification of evil.”

			“No,” he says with a sad smile. He stands and carefully lifts my shirt and pants from where he dropped them on the floor, but he doesn’t hand them to me. Instead he holds them like they’re a treasure, or a last hope. “My metaphor isn’t holding up. Obviously what we have isn’t anything like a children’s fairytale. What we have is . . . darker, richer . . .”

			“It isn’t right.”

			“But it’s us.”

			I shake my head, staring at the shirt in his hand. I could pull it from his grip but I’m not ready. I can’t bear the idea of being so aggressive and violent in this moment. He will never see me in any other form of undress again. I’m determined to make sure of that.

			But I do want him to see me now. I want him to look at me one more time. I didn’t cherish that last touch; I didn’t predict my own fortitude. But I want to feel his eyes on me. I want that to be a memory I can fall back on when life gets so rough, fantasies become hard to conjure.

			“You think you know what you want, but you don’t,” I whisper. “You think you want me but what you want is a string of stolen moments like this one. You think you see through my facade but you can’t see that the facade is as much a part of me as the wildness beneath. You don’t want me.”

			“But you can get rid of the facade.”

			“Don’t you get it?” I scream. Suddenly I’m not the Harvard-educated businesswoman, I’m not the fiancée of a young lawyer from an old family. I’m anger, desperation, frustration, unrequited passion.

			“I don’t want to get rid of it!” I grit my teeth against the violence that’s welling up inside. “You’re asking me to toss aside my thick-soled shoes and walk barefoot by your side, but look down, Robert! The ground we’re walking on is covered with rusty nails! I want my protections. They are part of me! I love them more than I love the . . . the savagery of my underlying nature and I want a man who loves the part of me that I celebrate! Why can’t you see that?”

			“Because I’m a savage,” he says simply. But his eyes are sad; there is no savagery on display.

			“Then find yourself a woman raised by wolves. I was raised to be civilized.”

			“This is your definition of civility?”

			“We have business, Mr. Dade. Shall we get to it?”

			He sighs, “Ruby Tuesday” is gone, and its absence adds a small chip in my resolve that I can ill afford. I hold out my hand.

			“Give me my clothes.”

			He hands them to me without any resistance.

			“You and I, we’re not the good guys,” I say as I slip back into my pants. “We did something wrong.”

			“If you do this,” he says, watching me carefully, “if you marry a man you don’t love, you will not only hurt me but you will damage yourself. And most importantly, you’ll torture him.”

			I pause but only for a moment. “I’m doing what I need to do.” The floor is cold under my bare feet.

			“I think if you listen to me for even five minutes, you’ll realize that you have choices.”

			I look up at him. There’s so much he doesn’t know. So many secrets and skeletons. And I no longer know if I’m running away or being led to a fate. All I know is that I’m going to survive. It’s more than my sister was able to do.

			He examines me; his hazel eyes draw me in as they always do. “There are things you want to tell me?” he asks.

			I smile despite myself. No one has ever been able to read me so easily and I’ve known this man for less than two weeks.

			He nods. “I’m going to go up to the deck, pour two glasses of wine. I hope that once you’ve dressed we can talk.”

			“Oh, now you want to talk? So it’s really not just about sex?” I say with only partial sarcasm.

			“I told you, I want to know you in every way. I’m going to go up to the deck. If you come up to talk, then I’ll know that at least there’s some hope that you’ll let me.”

			And with that he leaves the cabin. I listen to his footsteps fade away only to hear them again after he goes above board and starts to walk the deck, which is now acting as my ceiling.

			With a jolt I realize that Robert Dade is no longer pushing me. He’s not trying to tempt me or overwhelm me.

			Robert Dade just asked me if we could talk.

			Like I would talk to a normal person? Have we ever done that? It’s always been passion and teasing and excitement. Have we ever just sat down and had a conversation that wasn’t about work?

			No.

			But maybe we could. The possibility bewilders me and then quickly builds up a mysterious appeal. We could be more than the roar of a sports car, more than a rash night in a luxury hotel.

			I close my eyes for a moment. The images that swirl before me are different from the fantasies I’ve entertained over the last few weeks. In these imaginings I see Robert and me sitting side by side at a movie theater eating popcorn. I see us poring over the Wall Street Journal and LA Times while eating Sunday brunch. In my fantasy our brash impulses are supported by a bond that is every bit as strong as the beams that hold up his decadent house on the hill.

			Robert is the man who unlocks my inhibitions and revels in their display. But if in addition to all that he could also be my friend and my partner . . . if he could be a man who willingly walks with me on firmer ground, maybe, just maybe that would change things.

			Robert has always appealed to my devil, but what if I gave him the chance to befriend my angel?

			If he could, then maybe, just maybe I could be a woman who has it all.

			Little sparks of hope ignite inside my heart but the ringing of my cell phone jars me out of my musings. It’s coming from my purse that sits discarded on the floor.

			It’s Dave’s ringtone.

			I pull out the phone but don’t pick up. Letting my cool and collected recorded message greet him. I can’t talk to him now, not while in this place and certainly not before I have more time to sort through my thoughts and emotions.

			But then I hear that he’s sent me a text. Which he never does.

			I know where you are, I know what you’re doing.

			I try to make sense of the words. He can’t mean . . . how . . . 

			The next text comes.

			I’m supposed to call Dylan Freeland soon. He doesn’t know what you’re doing . . . yet. But if you don’t get off that boat and meet me by your car in five minutes I will make sure Dylan, our families, EVERYONE knows.

			I stare at the screen, my eyes wide and unblinking. Dave has never threatened me before, not with anything, let alone the destruction of my career. But then I have never betrayed him like this before.

			I look down at myself; my pants are wrinkled and my shirt’s still in my hand. I’m shaking. I’m ruined.

			Another text.

			Leave him, now. I’m giving you one chance. Take it. Take it or I’ll take everything.

			I have never felt so cornered or more scared. It’s not just that he could cost me my job. He could cost me my entire professional reputation. He could cost me my parents’ respect. He could take away their conviction that we, as a family, are good.

			With unsteady hands I put on my shirt, gather up my purse, and go above board.

			“Kasie,” Robert says, his tone so soft I could curl up in it like a blanket. “We just need to talk for a bit. You don’t have to leave. We don’t have to play these games. . . .”

			But his voice fades off as I walk past him without stopping. I get off the boat and walk away. I can feel him watching me. He thinks I’ve made a choice. He thinks I’m running away from him.

			But I’m not. I’m not even being led. I’m being pushed.

			And it occurs to me that I have never ignored him before. My lack of response to his conciliatory words might actually be the one thing that will keep him from pursuing me. It may be the thing that makes him give up.

			The thought makes me stumble but I keep walking, away from the boat, away from the peer and the horizon, back to the parking lot where I can see Dave. Even from a distance I can see his anger pouring out of him, burning the pavement, setting fire to any sense of security I have left.

			“I could make you pay,” he hisses when I’m close enough to hear.

			“Dave, I’m so sorry. . . .”

			“Shut up.” He holds out his hand. “The keys to your car, please.”

			Without a word I give them to him.

			He unlocks the doors. “Get in the passenger seat.”

			I do. He gets in the driver seat and with a screech he peels out of the parking lot, away from Robert Dade. . . . 

			And toward God only knows what.
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			IN MY MIND I’M still on that boat in that moment. Yes, that’s the reality I choose to believe in. I give Robert my hand and he whispers words of reassurance. He tells me he’s found a way for me to be safe in my love for him. We can be together and no one needs to be hurt. We’re just two people, we don’t have the power to conjure deadly storms or turn the whole universe inside out. We’re just two people falling in love.

			He tells me we can run away, just for a little while, and that when we come back everything will be as it should be. I’ll still have my position as a consultant, my career path will still be assured. He will still be the CEO of Maned Wolf Securities, my firm’s biggest account. We will work together, play together, be together.

			We don’t have to feel the pain of guilt and consequences. Only pleasure. As he tells me all this he reaches forward and brushes my cheek.

			His hands are gentle and rough. He’s built things with those hands, delicate woodwork and powerful companies. He runs those hands through my hair and tugs just slightly.

			“Kasie,” he says, and something inside me comes alive.

			I feel his mouth open mine as his hands slip between my legs applying just a little pressure . . . just there against my clit. The fabric of my clothes feels flimsy and weak against the heat that we generate. I wonder if I’ll take them off or if they’ll just melt away on their own.

			But Robert answers that question when he pulls my shirt from me, cups my breasts, pinches my nipples as they strain against my bra. We’re on the deck of his boat, docked in a slip in Marina Del Rey. People can see us. I can feel their eyes as they shift from the ocean to the fire. They’re watching him undress me, watching him touch me and I just don’t care.

			Because I’m with Robert. Because I know that when I’m with him I’m safe.

			He pulls me to him as he gently sucks on the curve of my neck. I can feel his erection pressing against my stomach, I feel myself getting wet as I anticipate welcoming him inside me. People are watching as I pull off his shirt revealing a perfect body, hard and chiseled with the artistry of a sculptor. People are watching as he opens my bra, as it drops to my feet, as he cups my breasts and honors them with sweet kisses.

			I lay back on a deck chair . . . had there been a deck chair on the boat?

			It doesn’t matter. In the reality I choose it’s there and I can recline all the way back, half naked, inviting him to take me, here in plain view. Let them watch. Let them take pictures for all I care. None of them matter. This is my world. I choose what rules are to be followed and which will be burned. I lay on this deck chair and I smile as I feel Robert’s fingers working on the buttons at my waist, smile as I feel him pull my pants off, gasp as his fingers brush against my soaked panties.

			“She’s magnificent,” a man murmurs. He’s all the way over at the end of the peer but I can hear his voice perfectly. He’s never seen anyone like me. He’s never seen someone consumed by this kind of passion and power.

			I watch as Robert pulls off his belt, his eyes never leaving mine. He is oblivious to our audience. He only sees me, the woman he wants, the animal he’s unleashed.

			As he strips down I find myself breathless. He’s the reason the Greeks decided that the human form was worthy of worship. His desire is on display and I reach for him, but he doesn’t immediately oblige.

			Instead, he kneels before me, pulls down my panties, splits me open with his tongue.

			I arch my back and cry out. I’m so tender now, so ready. More people have come to watch. Women and men. They touch me with their eyes as surely as Robert Dade touches me with his hands and mouth. His tongue continues to toy with me, moving slowly at first and then faster as his fingers plunge inside of me, making the experience complete.

			This time it’s me who runs my fingers through his salt and pepper hair, me who tugs as an overwhelming desire pounds through me. My hips are raised, the orgasm is coming. I hear the whispers of the onlookers, hear the clicks of their cameras as I explode, unable to contain myself for a moment longer. And then Robert pulls away, smiles . . . the lounge chair I’m on seems wider now. It’s sturdier too as he straddles me, lies on top of me, presses his cock against my core . . . but not entering, not yet.

			He looks into my eyes as I silently plead; the audience holds their breath. They share my anticipation, share my need and when, with a hard thrust, he pushes inside of me I feel their approval just as I feel my entire body rock with the force of him.

			I move my hips with our rhythm, run my nails down his soft skin, feel his hard muscles, feel him push himself further and further into my body.

			He pulls my leg over his shoulder and drives in deeper still. His eyes never leave mine. I can feel his breath, smell his aftershave on my skin.

			I can barely contain myself, the passion is too much but he holds me still, pinning my arms above my head as he sometimes does, forcing me to do nothing but receive this pleasure as the world watches.

			Now every part of me is throbbing as he leads me in this dance. Every part of me is on fire.

			“Robert,” I moan his name, the only word I’m capable of saying, the only word I can think of in this moment.

			He smiles and speeds up the rhythm. It’s the final push I need. Again my back arches, my head thrashes from side to side, my breasts reach up, my nipples brush against his chest as I cry out again and this time his voice joins mine as we climax together, there on the deck of the boat.

			People are watching, but they can’t touch us. We’re too powerful to be bothered by their attention. We don’t even acknowledge them as we try to catch our breath, holding one another, drenched in one another’s sweat.

			People are watching, they see me, see the woman Robert sees—they see the animal, see the strength and the vulnerability. But I don’t see them. All I know right now is the man who is lying on top of me, breathing deeply. He looks into my eyes and I know we are safe.

			“I’m falling in love with you,” he says.

			And I smile.

			That’s the reality I want to believe in, but as I lie in Dave’s bed, untouched but completely violated, I find that the fantasy doesn’t have enough substance for me to hold onto. It floats away into my subconscious, waiting for sleep to come where it can live again.

			But I know sleep is a long way off. Dave is snoring by my side. Seemingly at peace. How is that possible? How can he be peaceful after the violence of our last encounter?

			Is he satisfied in his revenge?

			Maybe yes, maybe no. Dave would say there had been no revenge. He would say he was helping me.

			Months ago I heard a terrorist interviewed by a reporter. He had hostages but he called them “guests.” The hostages had nodded their heads and sung the praises of their captor. He was the perfect host, they said. They loved every moment of their forced imprisonment.

			Had those words scraped at their throats? Had the hands they held clutched in their lap trembled with impotent rage?

			I know I’m not a hostage in the Middle East. I know Dave has no plans to kill me. Physical torture is not in my future.

			But short of all that I do get what those hostages felt. I understand what it feels like to have to praise the man who is making you suffer. I know the humiliation and the impotence. 
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