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Dedication
 
Lisa Colgrove Roth
 
June is dedicated to you angel,  
because it’s an instrumental part of Mia’s journey, 
the same way you are in mine.


When you joined my street team, 
I had no idea I’d be receiving such a blessing. 
Your endless promotion, support, and friendship
has helped me a million times over. 
 
With love and gratitude for all that you are. 
 



Chapter 1 
 
June in Washington, DC, felt oppressive. The air made your clothes stick like a second layer of skin. Muggy and miserable. I worried that if I pulled my tank away from my chest it might pull off an additional layer of flesh with it. 
The first step out of the airport delivered me into an overcast, sunless sky. This was not at all what I was used to, having spent the last month in Hawaii. 
I scanned the rows and rows of cars waiting. One tall fella stood in front of a shiny black town car holding a sign that said, “Saunders”. I figured that was my ride. 
“I’m Mia Saunders.” I held out a hand and the driver shook it. 
“I’m James, your driver. I’ll be taking you where you need to go throughout your stay with the Shipley’s.” He took my suitcase and tossed it the trunk before opening my door. I climbed into the vehicle, trying not to allow my sweaty thighs to imprint the smooth leather. The flowy skirt I’d worn on the plane seemed like a great choice at the time. I should’ve gone for the standard yoga garb. I slicked the palms of my hands down the backs of my legs, wishing I had a dish towel. 
“Is it always so humid?” I asked while pulling my phone out of my purse and hitting the power button. 
“In June? Eh, it can be hot has the dickens, raining, or really quite lovely. You’ll probably experience it all this month. I will concede it’s been unusually warm this year.” 
My phone blared. Rapid dinging signifying the messages that had arrived while I was in flight. 
To: Mia Saunders
From: Sexy Samoan 
Girlie, you’ve got some explaining to do. You bailed. Not cool. 
I scrolled down to read the other messages. Apparently, Tai hadn’t cooled down after his first message. 
To: Mia Saunders
From: Sexy Samoan 
The gift… no words. 
To: Mia Saunders
From: Sexy Samoan 
I’m so mad you stole my kiss goodbye. 
That’s when my fingers raced over the keyboard. 
To: Sexy Samoan
From: Mia Saunders 
Kiss your forever. That will heal all that ails you. 
An unladylike snort left my mouth and the driver’s eyes popped up to mine in the rearview mirror. His eyebrows rose, but I just shook my head and looked back down at the other messages. 
To: Mia Saunders
From: Wes Channing 
Are you ever going to talk to me? It’s been a month. Don’t make me come after you.
Flying phalanges once again. There was no other way to express how quickly I typed back the most flippant message possible. 
 
To: Wes Channing
From: Mia Saunders 
I’m sure Gina kept you busy. I saw you happily sucking face on the cover of HotDirt smut mag. 
After twenty minutes of stewing in my own irritation and glancing down every two seconds at my phone, he finally responded. He being Wes, not Tai, but I ignored it, trying to force myself to be cool. Instead, I thought back to my sexy Samoan. 
Hopefully, Tai was getting ready for his first date with Amy right now. My heart fluttered thinking about how the Universe dropped her into his lap. Literally. She landed in his lap at dinner that night. I sure hoped she was the one. Mentally, I made a note to touch base with Tai in a week to double-check their progress. Something told me that she was it. His forever. As for me, I didn’t know when that was going to happen. Definitely not before this year was up. Thinking about Tai or the future did not help me forget the burning desire to read Wes’s message. 
To: Mia Saunders
From: Wes Channing 
Jealous? 
Is it possible for a woman to cut a man’s dick off from three thousand miles away? Maybe, if I hired out a hit man. I had some extra money in the bank for emergencies. That made me snicker. Have his dick lopped off with the extra money I got from fucking him. I shook my head. 
What game was he playing? Should I respond or just let him stew in it? Obviously, he didn’t like the month-long forced break. Served him right. He was hitting the sheets with model-perfect Gina DeLuca, while I was banging my own sexy Samoan.
It. Doesn’t. Matter. 
I could tell myself that over and over and over again, but the end result still slapped me upside the head. It was impossible for me to stop caring. Wes would always matter to me. Not knowing what he was doing and who he was doing it with, ate at me like a piranha nipping at raw meat. 
With Tai, I had an awesome diversion. Fun. He made every day more exciting than the last, and every night more scorching hot than I dreamed possible. It was easy to put my issues with Wes on the back burner because I was filling my mind with everything that a young, almost twenty-five-year-old woman should be enjoying. Now though, it wasn’t working. 
“Is it going to be much longer?” I asked James. 
He tipped his hat. “Sorry, Miss, traffic is atrocious at this time.” 
Forty-five minutes. Plenty of time. If Wes wanted to chat, I’d give him his time. Technically, we were friends after all. 
I pulled out my phone and hit his number, forcing a level of calm into my mind that I didn’t feel. 
“She lives!” Wes’s California-soaked breathy timber came through the line, instantly stirring up some serious vibes. 
“Hardy har har. What’s this shit about me being jealous? You know I’m not.” Lie.
Wes sucked in a slow breath, possibly even a sigh. I could hear the sounds of the ocean in the background. He might even be on the beach having just finished surfing. Hearing those comforting sounds, even filtered through the phone, made my heart ache to be home. “I figured if I provoked you, you’d call.” 
“Wes, what’s the deal?” Even through my own ears it sounded catty and a bit bitchy, which wasn’t at all what I intended. 
“You tell me. Did you have fun in Hawaii?” His tone seemed to feed off mine. 
I thought of Tai and licking those tribal lines from the tip of his shoulder all the way down his chest, ribs, hip, and thigh. All month, it had been my favorite past-time. Yum. A sultry, “Yes,” left my mouth before I could filter the inflection. 
He chuckled. “That good, huh? Client or local?” The tension between us broke briefly.
I closed my eyes. “Does it matter?” 
“Everything about you matters to me. Haven’t you gathered that yet?” His tone was sincere but dipped in regret. He was failing miserably at playing it cool, and we both knew it. 
“Wes…” 
He sucked in a breath through his teeth. “No, I’m not going to pretend I’m not upset you were off in Hawaii fucking whoever you wanted, yet you’re pissed at me for doing the same with Gina.” 
He had a point. An excellent one. But that’s the thing about the heart and the mind. They are rarely balanced or realistic. He could make more sense than Deepak Chopra’s teachings, but it didn’t change the facts. Him being with Gina hurt. Badly. We were both hurting one another, and neither of us could find a good way around it.
My throat felt strained, tight, when I responded. “Look, Wes. I’m sorry. I get what you’re saying. I do. And you’re right.” 
“Does that mean you’re going to come home?” Two heaping spoonfuls of hope laced his question. 
Home. Where was home? In California, the tiny apartment I hadn’t stepped foot in within the last five months, or Vegas, in my childhood shack of a house, or is it on the coast of Malibu in the arms of a very dreamy man who likely owned more of my heart than I’d care to admit. 
I licked my lips and huffed loudly. “Wes, you know I can’t do that.” 
He groaned softly, each rumble sticking a knife in my gut. “Not true. You can. You won’t.” He emphasized each phrase. 
I shook my head trying to clear the cobweb of emotions running a marathon through my mind. “I can’t let you pay my father’s debt.” 
“Again,” he sighed. “You can. You won’t,” he said again. He sounded tired, weighed down by each word. And it was all my fault. I was doing this to him, to us. These chats were getting harder every time, and I still had half a year to go. It was anyone’s guess where we’d be at the end of this year. So far, we weren’t fairing too well as friends. We were constantly hurting one another without even trying. 
An enormous pause lingered between us as I tried to think of what to say next, yet coming up with nothing. 
“When can I see you again?” he broke the silence.
He still wanted to see me? I didn’t understand this man. Hell, I didn’t understand most men, especially not this one. 
“Um, I don’t know. I’ve just landed in Washington, DC. Arm candy for an older gentleman.” 
Wes’s laughter rang through the line. “A geezer? At least I know you won’t be giving it up to an old guy with a prescription for Viagra.” 
“That’s not nice!” I playfully scolded. “Besides, he has a hot son who’s a Senator. You know me and powerful men…”
Wes’s laughter died instantly, that brief moment of peace shattered. The tension rose between us again. “You’re joking?” he asked.
Hook. Line. Sinker. 
“Nope.” 
“Fuck me,” he groaned.
“Gladly,” I shot back without thinking. 
“When?” He didn’t miss a beat. 
“When I see you next, silly.” 
“Which will be?” He kept it going, but I was no longer sure he was playing around anymore. This thing between us zig-zagged, twisted and turned; it was never an easy road to maneuver.
“Don’t know. I guess I’ll see you when I see you.” I offered. 
“Why me?” His voice was loud and frustrated, sounding like a man who’d looked up at the sky, held his arms wide, and yelled at his maker. “Why the hell did I have to go balls to the wall crazy for a nut job like you?” Then he laughed that throaty, beautiful chuckle that belonged only to him and him alone. The one that made my heart pound so hard it felt like it might burst out of my chest if I didn’t press my hand to it. 
I shrugged, but he couldn’t see it. “If the Universe deals you a shit hand, bet against the dealer. Bye, Wes.” 
Instead of waiting for him to say goodbye, I ended the call and took several calming breaths. It is time to get your eyes back on the prize, Mia. Warren Shipley. Your next client. 
 
***
Warren Shipley did not greet me at the entrance to his mansion. No. The man that stood at the top of the stone steps when I exited the town car looked like he’d walked out of GQ Magazine. Aaron Shipley, the Democratic Senator for California leaned against the white column. I’d been around beautiful men. I’d been around giant alphas who could chop wood with their bare hands, but I’d not yet seen a man that wore a suit the way this one did. Pure perfection.
The dark charcoal fabric clung precisely to his broad shoulders, trim waist, and long legs, as if it had been tailored to fit his exact measurements. Probably was. His eyes were shaded behind a pair of black Ray Bans. Thick-looking, dirty blond hair was coiffed into that messy bedhead, yet styled look that was so popular right now. On him it worked, and it worked hard. It gave him that put-together appeal with a hint of whimsy. It was a lethal combination for a girl like me. Hell, for any girl. 
As sleek as a steel gray jaguar, he took one step at a time from the top of the stone stairway down to the gravel drive below. Most people would make the attempt to meet him half-way up the dozen or so steps. I’m not most women and he was definitely not most men. I enjoyed watching him move. He had an air of authority that clung to him like a fine, crisp cologne. I watched him take each step with grace and agility, exuding so much power I almost melted on the spot. The earlier complaint of humidity paled in comparison to the sweat I could feel beading at my nape, a single drop running down the length of my spine, shooting sparks of desire out each nerve ending. 
“You must be Ms. Saunders.” His tone was straightforward, yet welcoming, as he held out his hand. The moment our hands touched an electric charge zapped my palm. I tried to pull away. He clung tighter. “Curious. I rarely feel someone’s essence just from a single touch.” 
“My essence?” 
A secretive smile stole across his kissable lips. They weren’t too thin or too plump. Like Goldilocks and her three bears, those lips would fit mine just right. He still hadn’t let my hand go. Instead, he turned it over, keeping our palms touching. Just that simple skin on skin contact was enough to have me salivating for more. He pushed up his glasses into his hair, a move that was far too cool for someone of his political stature. Men like him were supposed to be dull, boring, and all about government blah blah blah…my thoughts were interrupted by the depth of his brown eyes positively searing into mine. They were like identical Hershey Kisses, melting me instead. I sighed as his thumb brushed along the top of my hand. 
“Your essence is your life force, your magnetism. When we touched, I felt the charge. Did you feel it?” I nodded numbly, staring into those chocolaty orbs, focusing on the straight nose, the high cheekbones and chiseled jawline. “When I press our palms together harder”—he placed his other hand over the top of the one he was holding, forcing them closer together—“it’s much stronger now.” His eyebrow quirked at the same time I licked my lips. Those eyes went straight to my mouth and my knees weakened.
 It took every ounce of strength I possessed not to lick my lips again. “Come,” he said and I swear that one word alone sent a bolt of electricity directly to my pleasure center where it throbbed and pulsated, ticking to its own clock. He said something else, but I lost track after the word come. He let go of my hand and reached up to cup my cheek. Oh, man, I liked that a million times better, but it also forced me to focus on my surroundings. “Mia, are you okay?” His gaze roamed all over my face. Worry and concern were prevalent in the line that appeared between his brows. “I said come on, Father is waiting.” 
I blinked a few times and then focused. “Oh, yeah. Sorry.” I shook my head attempting to clear the remaining lust fog . “It was a really long travel day. I was in Hawaii and came straight from there to here, with a couple layovers in between. I’ve been up all night.” Layovers meant mad dashes to the gate, so I didn’t miss my flights. I could have killed Aunt Millie for booking flights with fifty-minute layovers in between. It left absolutely no time to get to your next plane. Potty breaks were completely out, and the captain didn’t let you go before takeoff, and definitely not until you reached a certain flying altitude. Then there was the one several hour stint where I didn’t land until morning the next day. Not my best travel experience. 
Aaron tsked and shook his head. “That sounds dreadful. Let’s introduce you to Father and then I’ll have James show you to your room so we can have a quickie.” 
“What!” I stopped at the top of the stairs and pressed my hand into my temple. A quickie?
“I said I’ll introduce you to Father, have you settled into your room and then let you rest. The time zone change can be quite tricky.” 
“Oh, tricky.” I closed my eyes and laughed internally. 
“What did you think I said?” He smiled showing a row of the most beautiful teeth known to man. He could easily grace the cover of magazines. Oh wait, he already had. Never mind. 
“I thought you said we could have a quickie.” I laughed, and he stopped in his tracks, this time at the top of the steps next to the front door. 
A sly smirk slipped across his lips. “Well, that could be arranged as well, though I don’t know that father would appreciate me dipping my hand into the cookie jar before offering you a proper meal and a date.” He winked and then grabbed my hand. That same sizzle of excitement zipped through our touching palms, stirring the magnetic energy again. 
Aaron shifted, glancing at me sideways while leading me through the entryway. “You feel it, too?” 
Lord, I wish I didn’t. Instead of lying, I closed my eyes, held my breath, and nodded.
 
***
I’d thought the sprawling mansion from the driveway up was amazing. It had nothing on the inside. In the foyer was a double staircase lined with yellow carpet. It reminded me of the yellow brick road and how Dorothy would skip along to her destination. If I wasn’t dead tired, I’d be skipping, too. This place was beyond lush. Wes’s Malibu home was beautiful, lived in, and probably cost a mint. Alec’s warehouse was incredible and kitted out. Tony and Hector’s penthouse apartment was swank, but this was a whole other type of rich. When Aunt Millie had said old money, I honestly didn’t know what I was heading into. I thought politician, government? It would probably be a nice place, but this felt like something Britain’s Queen Mother could be comfortable living in. The walls curved, had crown molding, and there were giant windows with thick, wine colored drapes. My feet sunk into the carpet making me want to remove my sandals and go barefoot just so I could dig my toes into the plush pile. 
“This is amazing.” 
Aaron smiled and looked around seeming unimpressed. “My mother was good with décor.” 
“Oh yeah? She must really be proud of this. It’s beautiful.” 
“She passed long ago, but she definitely appreciated the many admirers and home journals that shot different rooms here. She made the cover a few times. This home was her pride and joy—once I left for university that is.” He grinned and winked. 
It looked like Aaron Shipley’s ego was perfectly intact. I followed him quietly, taking in my surroundings until we were in front of a set of double doors. Laughter rang behind the door as if someone was having a jolly time. Aaron knocked sharply, but didn’t wait for the greeting, opening the door as if he had a right to. 
“Ah, Aaron, my boy! Come, come. Kathleen and I were just discussing last week’s debacle with the kitchen.” He pointed to a woman in a navy pencil skirt with a white frilly apron tied around her middle and a cream silk blouse tucked precisely and buttoned up to the neck. She had to be staff. “You see, the caterer for last week’s event thought I wanted…” 
“Father...” Aaron cut him off abruptly, which I found rather rude and unappealing. His hotness just got kicked down a notch. “...Ms. Saunders is here.” He tugged my arm forward and I came face-to-face with an older carbon copy of young Shipley. 
“Well, aren’t you even more beautiful in person than I saw in your profile. That Ms. Milan knows exactly how to impress. She is going to do perfectly, don’t you think, Aaron?” 
Aaron’s eyes roamed my body from head to toe. “Yes, she’s definitely the ideal candidate to gain the attention of your consorts.” 
“Come here, my dear. I am Warren Shipley,” he said jovially. Instead of a handshake, he pulled me right into a fatherly hug. “You are not at all what I was expecting.” He moved away and smiled while looking directly into my eyes. Dirty old perverts would be looking down at my breasts in this position. Seemed as though what my aunt said was true. He wasn’t interested in me in that way. “Thank you for coming. The situation is unique, but Ms. Milan assured me that you would be a great candidate. Just by your look alone…I can already tell I’m going to have them eating out of the palm of my hand.” 
 



Chapter 2 
 
“What do you mean, just by my look?” My eyebrows narrowed of their own accord. 
Aaron huffed behind me then placed a hand on my lower back…very low. It was low enough to feel the curve of my bum through my skirt. Then he patted my behind and came around to the front of me, arms crossed over one another to sit on the edge of his father’s desk. 
I was about to filet him for patting my ass like the little wifey, but he took that moment to explain. “Father has hired you because you’re beautiful, young, and will look drop-dead sexy in a cocktail dress. You’ve heard the term ‘arm candy’, right?” His lips pursed as his eyes trailed over my body. I wanted to hate the way it made me feel, but I couldn’t. Something about the open admiration was forbidden coming from someone of his caliber and status. A rich politician sizing up an escort was fucking hot. 
“So I’m going to pretend to be your what, Mr. Shipley?” My gaze went to Shipley Senior for clarification. 
Warren Shipley glanced at Kathleen who lowered her gaze and looked away, a pained expression crossing her delicate features. “I think I better take my leave and let you discuss business.” Her voice shook as she made a hasty retreat. The woman strode out of the room, so light on her feet I didn’t even hear her footsteps. I guess if you were a house attendant, you learned how to be quiet and not disturb. 
Aaron’s father held up a hand to say something to the woman, but Aaron grabbed his hand and pressed it back down to the desk where they leaned. Warren pushed his shoulders back and tipped his head. “My dear, the type of men that I consort with are all members of the One Percent, like myself. They have more money than a thousand people would ever need in their lifetimes, and use it to control big business. I am merely playing along with their game.” That confused me, because the only one percent I knew about was an outlaw biker gang outside of Vegas. 
I set my hands on my hips and cocked one out to the side. “That explained nothing about why I am here.” 
Warren cleared his throat and rubbed his hand over his chin stubble. He seemed incredibly uncomfortable with continuing this conversation. 
“You’re to be Father’s whore,” the Senator confirmed blatantly. Not even a hint of tact in his tone. 
My head slammed back and I instantly crossed my arms over my chest. “Excuse me? I do not copulate with clients unless I want to. Emphasis on the want.” 
“No, no, no, my dear. I don’t want that…” Warren sounded as uncomfortable as I felt and looked to Aaron for what I could only assume was assistance in explaining. Aaron rolled his eyes and stood. 
“Mia, these men have a woman on their arm. Usually they are gold-digging whores. Meant only to look pretty, take as much money as they can, and fuck the men whenever and wherever.” 
“Jesus, son. Must you be so crude?” Warren stood and came over to me. His eyes were filled with something akin to shame. “Mia, I will not treat you badly, but I do need to stay on the good side of these men in order to move forward on my building plans and mission for the new program. All of them have very young, beautiful women on their arms. It’s a disgusting status type of thing, if you will. I don’t care for it, but I will play whatever game is necessary to advance my agenda . In order to do that, I need the backing of several very prominent men in business and government. Without it, they could crush the program and all plans are shot.” 
“Sounds like you’ve put a lot of thought into this.” 
“That, money, and time. More than I’d care to admit,” he confirmed.
Again, Aaron shook his head. “Father is a modern day vigilante. He’s building the headquarters to offer medical services to third-world countries. In order to do that, he needs to have trade opened up to countries that offer specific vaccinations for a fraction of the cost. In others, he needs access to government as well as immunity to have his people travel to these locales. It will take legislative acts of governments to approve the organization coming in and out of the US, sending doctors, medical professionals, etc. much like a Red Cross, Lions International, and Doctors Without Borders.” 
“You want to help save people in third-world countries? I don’t see how this is a problem. Shouldn’t government officials be jumping at the chance to help, especially if it’s not at the taxpayer’s expense?” 
Warren cupped my cheeks looking deeply into my eyes. His brown orbs were warm and kind. “Some are, my sweet. Some are. But, there is a lot of red tape. More than you can possibly imagine.” He dropped his hands and stepped back to lean against his desk. “In order to have that tape cut, I need to get a few powerful fellas on board. There are also others that want special favors from my family that we cannot accommodate.” He turned his gaze to Aaron. Aaron inhaled and tipped his head down. Warren wouldn’t dare put his son’s political stance in jeopardy with his plan. Right then, I knew Warren Shipley was a good guy. The jury was still out on his son. 
I shrugged. “So where do I come in?” 
That’s when Aaron came over to me and cupped the back of my neck. His hand was warm and held just the right amount of pressure when he squeezed. “At the events and gatherings. Look incredibly gorgeous, smile, hug on Father as if you’re his young plaything, and your job is done.” I wished I had one of those big red buttons that said, “That was easy” for him to press. 
“And what about you?” I licked my lips. Again, he watched with an intensity I rather liked. If his father hadn’t been there, I was certain I’d be pressed up against the nearest wall with his lips all over mine. 
He made a humming noise deep in his throat. One I could feel all the way down to my toes. He leaned close to my face, so close I could feel his breath on my cheek as he whispered into my ear. “Me. Well, I get to chase my father’s hot young plaything in private.” His eyebrows quirked before he stepped back and winked. 
I held out my hands then slapped them against my thighs. “When do we start?” 
 
***
A few days later had me at one of Mr. Shipley’s fundraisers, looking around like the wild gazelle caught in the crosshairs of a hunter. With Wes I had him to anchor me to the environment, make me feel as though I fit in. Not this time. Mentally, I gave myself a hefty dose of self-confidence, setting my goals straight and readying for battle. Scanning the room reminded me of being back in Malibu with Wes at one of his stuffy events, except a far higher level of class. I wasn’t wearing sparkly sequins. No, I wore a dress designed by Dolce & Gabanna as a personal favor to Mr. Shipley. One that was entirely cut out from nape, to ass, but covered everything in front. Warren blushed and said nothing about the closet full of designer threads. I had taken pictures of the dresses and gowns and sent them to Hector, my gay BFF back in Chicago. His text message went something like, “Chica, you own the Universe. How do I get a ticket to Heaven?” 
I looked around the room and honestly, I was shocked by the number of men over fifty dressed in fancy suits with women young enough to be their daughters—possibly even their granddaughters—on their arm. Stealthily, I pulled out my phone and took a snapshot of the giant room, patrons included. We were at a local fundraiser for one of Warren’s “friends”. I use the term lightly because as Warren admitted, very few folks in the One Percent were actually friends with one another. That friendship only extended as far as the next business deal. If the deal didn’t bring them closer to a goal, or make them a bucketload of cash, that relationship no longer had any value. No longer good pals. Honestly, it sickened me, but I was being paid to be here. Hypocrisy was something I was working on. 
To: Skank-a-lot-a-puss
From: Mia Saunders
Caption this?
 
From: Skank-a-lot-a-puss
To: Mia Saunders 
Easy! It’s bring your daughter to work day on Capitol Hill! 
 
I almost lost it. The laugher bubbled up so fast, I ended up choking on the champagne I was sipping forcing me to wobble on my stilettos. God, I loved that woman. 
“Careful there,” an older gentleman clasped me around the bicep and held me up. “That’s the good stuff you’re choking on. I guess there are worse ways to go than to choke to death on five hundred dollar champagne.” He chuckled as my eyes watered. I ended up spraying the liquid still in my mouth across the plant in front of me. I hacked and coughed, trying to get my bearings. A waiter walked by at that moment with glasses of water. The grey-haired old man stole one and handed it to me. I slugged it back gratefully, clearing out the champagne that had gone down the wrong pipe.
“I’m so sorry.” I cleared my throat and put my lip out, giving my best pout. 
The man, who must have been at least sixty-five or seventy, shook his head and petted my cheek like I was a favored pet. “No worries, little girl. Who’s your Daddy?” One minute he was grandfatherly old guy and the next, a true predator. 
Without realizing it, my eyebrows narrowed. “I’m not sure what you mean?” 
“Don’t be dense. Who takes care of you?” He licked his dry, cracked lips. The old man breathed with his mouth open and the stench of cigars and liquor wafted over me. I cringed, gulping back the need to vomit. 
Someone cleared their throat behind him. “I believe you have found something that belongs to me.” Warren Shipley’s face twisted into a scowl, his eyes were hard as stones as he took in the man’s hand holding onto my arm. 
“Warren, I didn’t know you’d finally taken a lamb.” The man grinned, and his eyes traced wantonly over my curves. “And what a perfect little pet. Do you share her?” His tone was smarmy. Holding down that vomit was getting harder by the second. 
Warren laughed out loud. A full-bellied laugh that could be heard far and wide. “’Fraid not, old friend. Bit selfish in my old age, Arthur.” 
Arthur let go of my bicep. Instinctively, I rubbed at the spot. Warren clocked the move and his jaw tightened. He came over and put his hand lightly around my waist. “This is Mia, under my care. Mia, Arthur Broughton.” Warren squeezed my waist, and I held out my hand. 
“Pleasure to meet you, Mr. Broughton.” I cuddled up to Warren for good measure. He held me closer, his body a pillar of strength, firm and standing tall. A strength that belied his years. 
Warren leaned down and kissed my temple. “Mia, you look parched. Go on ahead and get a drink. I’ll be there in a moment.” I nodded and he tapped my ass lightly. You couldn’t really say it was in a good-game-type way like Mason, my old client and friend did with his major league baseball buddies, or me, for that matter. It was more coddling. At least he didn’t grope like some of these men did. 
I made my way through the veritable buffet of old dudes with tight, pretty, young female bodies clinging to their arms. I could almost imagine the tiny manacles holding the women close, making sure they were never far from the men’s wallets. Gross. 
The bartender offered me a new glass of champagne. I pounded it, set the glass down, and asked for another. 
“Easy tiger, you don’t want to be falling down drunk and ruin Father’s image,” Aaron said as he settled onto the stool next to mine. 
I shook my head and pursed my lips. “I don’t get what I’m here for.” 
“You’re already doing it. Looking good, showing these old timers that Father is one of them. See how he’s talking animatedly with Arthur Broughton?” 
I cringed at the name of the guy who had gripped my arm. “Yeah.” 
Aaron nodded toward the duo. “He owns the ports Father wants to take the meds through. He has the port authority in each country he serves in his back pocket. Father needs that guy in order to park his ships.”
Exhaling, I pushed out my chest and adjusted my shoulders. “But why? What he’s doing is good, kind, and humanitarian.” 
Aaron chuckled. “It is, but it doesn’t make any money, and it’s dangerous to take Americans into these countries and set up medical facilities. And I use the term ‘facility’ lightly. They’re more of a bunker-tent-type situation. It’s only one step. That’s if he gets Arthur to agree to allow the ships to come in and out, and lose that revenue in trade plus manpower for the cause. Not an easy feat. He also has to get the freighter company, the doctors, missionaries, armed forces for protection, et cetera. There’s a lot more at stake than you think.” 
Wow. Warren really was a modern day superhero. Taking medicine to third world countries, taking dangerous risks for the good of mankind. It’s extremely powerful, and for once, I felt really good about being with this client. 
“So, how can I help?” 
Aaron lifted a hand and petted my cheek with his thumb. “You can relax. Being here, you’re making him one of the big boys with his pretty toy.” I’m certain my eyes blazed white-hot fire when he said that because Aaron laughed and quickly responded. “Not that we think you’re a toy. Jeez. Touchy one.” 
I rolled my eyes and huffed. “Sorry. Maybe I am a little off my game. This is different than what I’m used to.” 
He leaned a bit closer, enough that I could smell the sweet notes of apples and expensive leather from his cologne. “And what are you used to?” His tone was alluring and spoke directly to the woman in me. 
Tipping a bare shoulder and looking over it, I batted my eyelashes. “It’s different for everyone.” 
“Is that right? And if I wanted to test the waters of different while you’re here…would that be something you are interested in? With me, not my father.” 
I pinched my lips and inhaled audibly. Tipping my head, I looked directly into his chocolate eyes. This man was not shy. Desire, lust, want, and greed softly traced every inch of my skin at the way he looked at me. Shivers of excitement rippled from my chest to rest heavily between my legs. He moved his hand to my knee, making slow circles over the bare skin. That excitement I’d felt mere seconds ago, was turning into a swirling pot of nervous energy. Anticipation was a fun game the debonair Aaron Shipley seemed to enjoy playing. He was definitely stellar at the art of seduction. I was seduced…big time. 
Before I got completely lost and leaned forward and took a bite out of what I now had a burning need to sink my teeth into, Warren came back. A huge smile lit his slightly wrinkled face. 
He clapped his hands. “Champagne, good man. We have reason to celebrate!” He announced. The bartender handed him a glass of the bubbly. 
“Is that so, Father? Do tell. The anticipation“—his eyes flicked to mine, a heated look still burning bright—“is positively stifling.” 
Warren spent the next half hour breaking down the agreement he’d come to with Arthur Broughton about the ports. Turned out that Arthur needed a solid charitable write-off and the positive press for his company. He’d been dealing with some bad media about his trades with Asia. News that he would be offering his ports to import medical necessities, supplies, and professionals to countries in dire need of Western medicine was a good business decision and one he couldn’t afford to pass up. 
“Thank you, Mia. You’re already helping me get where I need to be with the program.” 
I turned my head and frowned. “How do you figure? I didn’t do anything.” 
“On the contrary. Arthur had been avoiding me because he thought I had an issue with another business deal he was making with a competitor of Shipley, Inc., which is completely apocryphal.” Aaron nodded. I pretended I knew what apocryphal meant, but gathered it likely had to do with something being false or untrue. “You gave me a perfect road to open conversation with him. We spoke of you momentarily then moved right into business matters. Worked like a charm.” He smiled wide and drank the rest of his champagne. 
There was really nothing more I could say. This entire scenario was outside my comfort zone. Rolling with the punches would be my only option. I held up my glass in a mock cheers. “Glad I could help then.” I laughed and finished off my drink before we took our leave. 
The night had been long and the conversations boring. A few weeks of this was going to be as dull as the historical section of a local library. It was going to be full of nothing but old men, business deals, and gold-digging skanks. I needed to figure out a way to be more helpful. 
I pondered that very question while I walked through the vast, dark halls of the mansion later that night in search of the kitchen. A soft light shined at the end of one stretch of hallway. Art and sculptures from different centuries were displayed every ten feet. The house felt more like a museum of art than a home. There were no snapshots or photographs of the family donning the walls. No memorabilia that I could attribute to Aaron’s youth. There were just stodgy antiques and pricey artifacts that didn’t seem to have any personal value. They were clearly relics of times forgotten by the house’s inhabitants or just used for opulent decoration. It made me sad because some of these pieces were true gems. They should be elevated and highlighted not placed to fill space in a vast and mostly empty mansion. 
The hall ended up leading to a lavish, grand kitchen. Stainless steel appliances, four glass doors that you could see through. One set of doors had milk, cheese, fruit, and veggies. The normal suspects you’d see in a fridge. The other set had fresh flowers of all varieties. 
“Oh, I didn’t see you there,” came a lilting voice from my side. I turned and found the house manager, Kathleen. 
I smiled and waved. “Couldn’t sleep. I haven’t really adjusted to the time change yet.” 
She entered the room, went over to the cabinets and pulled down a couple plates. “Would you like a sandwich?” 
My mouth watered. “Boy, do I ever. I’ve only eaten gourmet foods the last two days. A plain old turkey and cheese would be heavenly.” 
Kathleen smiled softly, but it didn’t reach her eyes. Every couple moments her blue eyes would glance my way. With practiced ease, she made us both a sandwich. Still, she didn’t say a word, but I could tell something was on her mind. 
“You know, you can ask me anything. I’ll answer honestly. I’m getting the feeling you don’t know why I’m here.” 
She shook her head, crossed her hands over her robe-clad chest, and dropped her gaze. 
“I’m an escort; Warren hired me.” I answered honestly. 
Kathleen’s eyes went as wide as an endless blue sky. Her hand went to her heart and she braced herself on the butcher-block counter. “I see.” 
I couldn’t help myself. She obviously had something going with the Senior Shipley. “It’s not what you think…” I started but she backed up until her bum hit the fridge. 
“Doesn’t matter what I think. I’m uh…I’m just the help.” Her eyebrows narrowed and she whispered again, “I’m just the help.” 
Leaning a hip against the counter, I waited until she looked at me. Tears pooled in her eyes, and it broke my heart. “I’m not sleeping with him. It isn’t like that.” 
Her head snapped back. “But you’re an escort. You just said—” 
I cut her off. “I said I was an escort. Hired to attend functions with him, as his personal arm candy. Not his bedmate; it seems he already has that part covered.” I smiled and she blushed. 
“I don’t know what you mean.” Kathleen grabbed the lapels of her robe and covered more of her chest, even though not even a speck of skin was visible. 
“Sure you do.” It was becoming very clear to me. On top of the table sat the two sandwiches she made. One was twice the size of the other. Uh huh. “Who’s the sandwich for?” 
Again, those sweet cheeks of hers turned a nice shade of rose. “I’m quite hungry.” 
“Yeah, I’m hungry after a round of great sex, too. Go take your man his sandwich. Your secret is safe with me.” I grabbed the plate with the smaller sandwich and turned to go back to my room. Late night TV was calling my name. 
“Mia, he doesn’t want anyone to know. It would hurt him.” 
That got my attention, and I spun around on a toe. “Hurt him? How?” 
Her shoulders sagged. “I raised Aaron after his mother died. He wouldn’t understand. His father and I agreed not to tell him.” She rotated her neck on her shoulders, but they still dropped down. “Besides, I’m not a woman of wealth. All the men in business have wives that are in the life. I’m a nobody.” 
I reached out a hand to her, but she backed away. “It’s fine. I chose this. If I wasn’t madly in love with him, I’d have left already. It’s better that I have him under the cover of night than not at all.” Of course, I disagreed wholeheartedly but when I started to reply, she clasped my arm and got close. “Thank you for your concern, but you don’t know either of us. We’d appreciate your discretion in this matter.”
She waited while I stood there not certain what to say. “If that’s what you want,” I finally said. 
“It is. Thank you. We’ll visit in the morning. Mr. Shipley notified me he has a list of events that he plans to take you to. I’m glad I know why you’re here. Thank you for your honestly, Mia. It is a refreshing trait around these parts.” Her lips formed that small smile I’d seen in the office when I met her yesterday, and now twice this evening. I had to admit, it worked at keeping me calm. She left me standing there with my sandwich and a potential side project. Of course, I needed to find out if Warren felt the same about the lovely housekeeper as she did about him. I’d also have to feel Aaron out as to his thoughts about Kathleen and their history. 
I had a strong suspicion that feeling out young Shipley was going to be a tough job, but someone had to do it. I snickered at my own lame joke and headed for the maze of hallways leading back to my room. Tomorrow was a new day. 
 



Chapter 3 
 
Half asleep, I walked through the doors of what I assumed was the dining room. Eureka! I’d found it. As soon as I entered and took in the space, a groan spilled from my lips. Kathleen approached, fully dressed in her pencil skirt, silk blouse, and heels, looking freshly pressed and pristine. Her graying blonde hair was pulled into a tight twist, not a strand out of place. It was seven in the morning and her face revealed a light dusting of makeup. Tasteful and suited her age and grace just right, but it was seven in the morning. Who looked that put together so early? 
Kathleen showed me to a place setting at Warren’s left. I sat like an elephant and blew the layers of loose hair off my forehead. Warren tipped the corner of the newspaper down and smiled. 
“Morning, Mia. I trust you slept well?” His eyes took in my camisole and cotton pajama pants. Of course, I’d brought the bubble gum pink tank and multi-colored striped pants looking every day of my twenty-four years. I could be this man’s grandchild, and here I was, serving as his date. 
I huffed. “I know you did,” I said, knowingly. He set his paper down into his lap and rested his elbows on the solid oak surface.
“It seems you have become aware of some very private information. Would you care to discuss it?” His tone was straightforward with absolutely no hint of concern. 
Kathleen’s eyes looked away as she poured me a cup of coffee and refilled Warren’s. 
“Not especially. Would you like to discuss why you hired an escort while your girlfriend serves your breakfast?” I answered boldly, knowing I was stepping way over what would be considered appropriate for a woman in my position. The last thing I needed was to lose my bundle of cash before I could ship it off to Blaine, the dirty rat bastard ex of mine. 
Warren grimaced and his mouth tightened, so much so, that his lips turned white. “You’d do well to remember your place. Personal matters are none of your business.” 
He had a serious point. “I apologize; you’re right.” I wanted to ask Kathleen for a slice of humble pie for breakfast instead of the eggs and bacon she set in front of me. Instead, I cast my head down and picked up the fork. It was heavy and solid. Probably cost more than a month’s rent. 
Shoveling in the food, I sat and tried to mind my manners. The second Kathleen left the room, I set down my fork and turned to Warren. 
“Look, I’m sorry.” Warren folded up the Washington Post and set it on the table. “I guess it’s hard for me to understand why I’m here when you have a perfectly beautiful woman ready to do as you bid.” 
His gaze held mine as he seemed to think about my statement. “Kathleen has been with this family since Aaron was a young boy. She helped raise him when we lost his mother. Only recently have we begun something more.” Warren inhaled then sighed. “Honestly, I’m not even sure how to broach this. Having an affair with the help wouldn’t look good for me—or the business. I’m uncertain whether Aaron would accept it or not. He loved his mother deeply. Her passing hit this family hard.” 
“But it was Kathleen that helped hold it together right?” 
“Yes, absolutely. Things would have been much worse without her here to pick up the pieces.” 
“So then you owe her in a way.” His eyes burned at that comment, but I continued. “When I chatted with her last night, I figured it out; she didn’t tell me, by the way.” 
“I’ve been with Kathleen for over a year and she’s not mentioned anything to a single soul. I know she’s trustworthy.” 
“Then why don’t you trust her with your heart? Bring her out into the light. Has she not earned that?” He ran a hand over his chin as his jaw tightened. “Maybe you don’t love her like she does you? Is she just someone you use to get your dick wet?” 
Warren stood up abruptly and tossed his napkin on the table. “I will not have you address me with such crude language or accuse me of something so heinous. My time with Kathy is special and…and wait... Did you just say she loved me?” I nodded, and he put his hands in his pockets and rocked back and forth on his heels. “Really? Did she actually say the words?” From angry to pensive in twenty seconds flat. That may be a record for my matchmaking skills. 
“Yeah, last night. Said she wouldn’t stay with you in a hidden arrangement if she wasn’t madly in love with you.” 
This time Warren sat down in a heavy heap. “I’ll be damned.” 
“You mean, you didn’t know?” I’m certain my tone was quite shocked because I was. I’d been there two days and I figured out the woman was head over heels. How could he have been bedding her for the last year and not know? Maybe it was that politician side to him. Always thinking someone had an agenda of their own. The world would be a lot better off if everyone said what they thought and believed in living the Golden Rule. 
Warren shook his head and placed a hand over his mouth. “This whole time…” 
“Yep. You could have been hitting that for a lot longer.” 
With that, he let out a huge chuckle. “Mia sweetheart, you are definitely a handful all wrapped up in a pretty package aren’t you.” 
“A handful?” I shrugged. “I’ve been called a lot worse.” I grinned and he placed his hand over mine. 
“Thank you. I’m not yet sure what to do with this information but I do know that I need to proceed with my plan. The project will suffer, and after last night’s win, we need to strike while the iron is hot. You understand? I need you to do what I’ve hired you to do.”
“You got it. Whatever you need.” 
“Good. Review this list and plan for the next few week’s events. The rest of the time will be your own. I believe Aaron has offered to show you around DC proper if you’re interested.” 
I nodded vigorously. There was no telling when I’d be in our nation’s capital again. I wanted to soak up all the sites I could. 
Again, he patted my hand. “I’ll be busy until Friday. We have a dinner to attend hosted by local United Nations ambassadors for different non-profit organizations. Saturday, you’re attending a tea held by Arthur’s current lady friend. There will be at least ten other women I need you to make friends with. If you’re in with them, I’ll be invited to events that their men are hosting. Access to these men within their inner circle is crucial to the next phase. Are you up for the challenge?” 
I placed my hand at my forehead and saluted him. “Aye aye, sir!” 
“Definitely a handful. In the meantime, enjoy spending time with my son. Seems he’s rarely around anymore, but with you here, I’ve already seen him twice in two days. Interesting to say the least.” 
“Mmm, interesting.” I concluded and finished up my coffee. “See you Friday, Warren.” 
“Until then, Mia.” 
 
***
To: Mia Saunders
From: Sexy Samoan 
To remember you always.
The text message from Tai was cryptic until another text came through with an image. It was his right shoulder. A shiny brand new black tattoo shone through the image. It was placed on what used to be his bare right shoulder. The Samoan symbol for friendship. The same symbol I left for him in the picture I had done by a local artist. Tai had tattooed it on his body. For me. On the side that he said was just for him. It was large, tribal and one of the most beautiful things I’d ever seen. 
I pressed my contacts and clicked the send button. It rang a few times before a female answered. 
“Hello, Tai’s phone,” the female giggled sweetly. 
“Um, hi. This is Mia. Tai available?” 
“Mia!” the woman responded with a heaping dose of enthusiasm. “Babe, it’s Mia!” 
Babe. This woman called him Babe in a way that could only be interpreted as proprietary. I crossed my fingers and waited. 
“Who’s this?” I asked, hoping I was guessing correctly. 
“It’s Amy. Remember, you set Tai and me up at the restaurant last week?” 
The desire to fist pump couldn’t be stopped. Silently, I jumped in the air and did a solid touchdown dance, air fist pump included. Once I’d shimmied enough, I focused on the phone. “Yes, of course. How are things going?” I asked conspiratorially. Never once did I claim I wasn’t a typical girl. At least in some aspects, like when we wanted to get the goods. 
“Oh Mia, just amazing.” Her voice got very low. “I’m totally…” she inhaled. “Just...you know…he is so…” she hesitated again. 
“Perfect?” I offered the word-challenged, lovesick girl. 
“Yeah. Mia…this last week...it’s been unreal. Thank you.” Her voice turned breathy, as if she was choked up. 
I smiled and swung my arm out and looked out the window onto the rolling landscapes of the mansion. “Don’t thank me. It was fate. I’m glad you’re hitting it off.” 
“Tai wants to talk. Bye,” she said, but it sounded as if it was yelled down a tunnel, the voice fading out until I heard the most welcome growl. 
“Girlie, I see you got my message.” 
“The tattoo…Tai, that is beautiful.” 
“As are you and what we had.” That hit me hard, right in the chest where I could practically feel his arms holding me close, bringing me comfort. “Just because what we shared has changed, it doesn’t mean I want to ever forget it, or you. You’ll always be welcome here in Oahu as part of my family. Mia, we are friends. Friends to the end. It is the Samoan way. It is my way. Understand?” 
I shook my head, smiling wide even though he couldn’t see it. “Yeah, Tai. I understand, and I love that about you, your Samoan culture, and your traditional values. So now tell me, how is it with Amy?” 
“Been gone less than a week and already diggin’ for dirt, eh girlie?” I loved how when he used my nickname; it was always a growled “girl” followed by a long “eeee.” 
“Some things never change.” I laughed and he chuckled. 
“So far so good. I think you were right; I may have found it.” 
Prickles of excitement and that psychic chill one gets when they know something intense is about to be said shuddered through every pore. 
“Yeah?” 
“Yeah. I found my forever. And Mia, it’s so much more than I could have ever dreamed.” 
My chest tightened and my heart pounded. “Oh Tai, I’m so, so happy for you. You deserve it.” 
“So do you, girlie. When are you going to try and find it?” 
“I don’t know, Tai. I don’t have a psychic mother telling me my future, now do I?” 
We both laughed. “Tai, does Amy know?” I pulled at a strand of my hair, tugged it across my face and bit down on the thick chunk. Disgusting nervous habit and one I usually controlled. Not now though. Both of us knew that the only way we could ever stay friends was if Amy knew about our relationship the month I was there, and was okay with it. 
“Relax girlie, she knows. After the third date, before things got you know…uh...heated.” I giggled but held my breath, wanting to hear it all. “Before we went there, I told her. Everything.” 
“Everything? The Jeep, the ocean, the wall?” Mortification swam along my vision and I could feel the prickles of embarrassment chase their way up my neck and flush my skin. 
“No. Christ. I’m not stupid. I was honest. Told her we’d had something very intense, life-changing even, but it was done, and in its place was a friend for life. Amy gets it. She’s not jealous. What she and I have already experienced in a week of being together is so right. Mia…I’m going to marry this girl. Soon. Probably next year you’ll be coming back out to the islands.” 
“I’ll be there. Tai, I couldn’t be happier. This is well-deserved.” 
“Thanks girlie. Do you like the tat?” His voice was a sultry grumble, fishing for compliments. It reminded me of when he’d fished for something else only a week ago, but that had to do with getting into my panties, and often. 
“Very much.” So much so it gave me an idea, a crazy amazing one. Something I’d never done before that would stay with me the rest of my life. 
“Thank you, Tai. Tell Amy I said congrats and let me know when you pop the question. But give it at least a month okay lady-killer?” 
He laughed that big Samoan timbre, the one I missed terribly after not hearing it for a week. 
“Will do. Take care of yourself and I want regular updates. Every week or two. Promise me.” 
“Okay, okay. I promise.” 
“Anything happens to you, Mia, I’m on the first plane out to kick serious ass. I’ll protect you, girlie. You need me, I’m there. Amy knows and agrees. What you’re doing, your job, it can be dangerous, but I get it. Family’s first.”
“Yes Tai. I don’t think anyone else gets it the way you do. Family’s first.” 
“Take care of your tama, girle.” He used the Samoan word for father. “But until you get a man to be your forever, I’m there. The big Samoan brother you never had.” 
“From lover to brother?” 
He chuckled. “You get the drift. Promise me you’ll be safe.” 
“I’ll be safe. Love you, Tai.” 
“I love you, girlie. Friends for life.” 
“Friends for life.” 
I hung up and blew out a long breath. Everyone around me was moving forward, everyone but me. I had another six months to go to finish this with Blaine so Pops could be free. Even though it’s not what I would have picked for my life. Serving as an escort to rich men wasn’t really so bad. Thinking back to the very beginning, I’d actually been pretty lucky. 
Weston Charles Channing, the Third. I snickered recalling how much crap I gave Wes about the numbers at the end of his name. Wes played the dutiful son card well. He was devastatingly attractive, laid back, hard-working, and took the time to enjoy the simple things in life. My time with him was so much more than I’d ever have believed it could be. He made a very scary situation a cake walk. I learned to surf, and was shown that not all men are cut from the same cloth. 
The men I’d been with before him, the ones I’d devoted myself to, had completely hurt me, broke me, and made me cynical about love. Wes restored my faith in men, in the belief that I, too, could have something that every woman in the known universe dreamed of having. True love. Only I couldn’t have it now. But with Wes, I’d experienced being made love to for the very first time, and it’s something I’ll never forget or forsake. That night was the most beautiful moment of my life. I finally felt whole…loved. No matter what the future brought, I would always have that.
Alec Dubois, my filthy talking Frenchman was the second. God, he was lovely. From his long hair to his unique man-bun, coupled with the beard and mustache combo, he was nothing but yummy. The reminder of all that thick, rich hair sent bubbles of desire tickling along my spine. Thinking back, I’d spent most of an entire month attached to his hip, and I didn’t mind. The work he’d done, the art he’d created would show the world a piece of me that I’d never been able to demonstrate. The vulnerable, the imperfect, the lonely, the wanton, and the lost woman I’d become over the last twenty-four years was so clearly visible in his work. The entire Love on Canvas campaign was me, and for the first time, I felt beautiful. He made me see myself in a new light, and I liked it. Too much. Better yet, I was okay with the world seeing it, and I strived every day now to live up to it. 
Tony Fasano and Hector Chavez, my Chicago guys. Odd, just thinking their names made me feel lonely. With them I knew companionship. I learned that no matter what love looked like, or how hard I had to put myself out there and take risks, it had to be done. If what I wanted in life and love was meant to be, it would be worth it in the end. That’s something I was holding onto so tightly; I could only dream that one day it would ring true for me. 
Mason Murphy, the arrogant, hot shot baseball player, who had a heart of gold if you dug deep enough, ended up being the brother I never had. He liked to pretend that he was someone else, the same way I do, but really, when you got down to the heart of him, he wanted the same things we all do. Friendship, companionship, and a place and a person to call his own. And now he had it…with Rachel. She’d be that and more for him. My time with Mace helped me to realize that trying to be something I wasn’t only hurt me and the others around me.
And then there was my sweet, loving, sexy Samoan. God, the space between my thighs ached remembering how long, thick, and hard he was. He was the biggest I’d had by far, and Wes and Alec were no slouches in the sack. With Tai, it was all about the fun, friendship, and fucking. I’d had more sex with him in one month than most single women—or couples for that matter—probably had in a year. We couldn’t get enough of each other. It was as if we both had something to prove. After all was said and done, that time together cemented our friendship in a way that we never could have without that physical connection. I knew for the rest of my life, he’d be there. His culture and the type of love he gave his friends was all encompassing and didn’t have time limits. 
Remembering each month of this past year and the experiences I’d had solidified my idea. If I didn’t do it now, I’d never do it. 
Leaving my room, I fled down the staircase and skidded to a halt. James looked up from his desk in the sitting room. “Ms. Saunders, do you need a lift?” 
“I do! Do you have time now?” 
He tipped his chin. “Of course.” He held out a hand gesturing that I walk ahead. 
Once we were in the Town Car, I pulled out my phone, did a Google search, and found exactly what I was looking for. 
“Where to?” he asked as we drove down the long winding estate road. 
“Place called Pins N Needles.” 
“The tattoo shop?” he said with surprise. 
“Yep. Hurry, too, before I change my mind.” 


 



Chapter 4 
 
The buzz of the tattoo needle filtered through the low hum of the shop. A few stations had patrons sitting in black leather seats similar to mine. One guy was getting lightning bolts tattooed along the side of his head where he’d shaved off all his hair. Only a thin patch of fuzz ran straight down the middle of his dome. There were nickel-sized guages in his ears and more metal on his face than the crotch rocket he rode in on. The bike was sweet. Made me miss Suzi back home. Again, I looked at the fella who thought it a good idea to tat his head. 
While the needle bit into my flesh I wondered what the guy planned to do about those earlobes when he was seventy. They would certainly be hanging flesh by then, especially if he stretched them any further. I guess that wasn’t something a twenty-year-old skinhead type cared about. Probably didn’t even think he’d live to see seventy, and by the looks of him, twitching like he had somewhere to be right this very second, he was on the fast track to an early grave. 
Down the aisle, there was a Barbie-doll looking chick getting what was probably her man’s name inked into a decent tramp stamp. I snickered under my breath knowing that the moment a person got a tat with their man’s—or woman’s—name, it was the kiss of death. The person getting the tat didn’t think it applied to them and they could test fate with it. Not wise. The laughter caused my foot to jiggle, and I winced as the artist held on tighter to my left ankle. The black swirling text was almost finished, and then she’d start the dandelion. 
The skin of my foot was already numb; the pain for the first twenty minutes had been a piercing, gnawing sensation that irked as much as it pleasured. That saying about pain and pleasure being flipsides of the same coin is very true. At this point, I was used to both. Every time the artist picked up the gun for more ink then pressed that fiery tip into my skin once more, a little jolt of excitement lit up my nerve endings like sparklers on the Fourth of July. 
“So Mask is an unusual name, especially for a chick.” I said simply, attempting to strike up a conversation with the small Asian woman working on my tat. 
Her smile reached her eyes. It was like looking into a pitch dark galaxy with nothing but tiny specks of white lights where the starry gases burst into flames. She had bright red lipstick and a tiny silver hoop through the side of her bottom lip. Her Asian heritage was strong in the pretty shade of her smooth skin against the stark ebony of her hair that she had pulled back into a sleek bun at the nape of her neck. If she didn’t have the lip piercing and two tatted forearms, she’d fit perfectly in any of these downtown Washington DC offices. 
Mask tilted her head and focused on the letters of ink she pressed into my skin. “It’s short for Maskatun. Mask is easier for Americans.” Her voice didn’t have even a hint of an Asian dialect. 
“You’re not American?” 
“No, I am. My family and friends can say my full name easier than the tourists and locals that come in to get some ink.” She smiled softly. 
“Well, I think your full name is beautiful but Mask is badass so I’m going with that.” 
“My family comes from Brunei, in the middle of Southeast Asia, but I’m American.” 
“I think it’s cool.” 
“Thank you,” she said and then sat up and inspected her work, turning my foot this way and that under the bright light. Along the entire side of my foot, from about an inch above the heel to the toe was the text I’d settled on. It’s just above an inch from the sole where I walk. When Mask asked me what I wanted, I knew instantly. We chose a font that suited my tastes and now that part was done. “Check it out before I start on the dandelion.” 
I flexed my foot this way and that, grimacing when the skin pulled at the marred flesh. It was beautiful, exactly as I’d pictured it. “I love it.”
“Okay so the dandelion goes here,” she ran a finger up the bare spot just above the heel and up the side of my inner ankle about four inches. I nodded. “Then the petals blowing in the wind will have each letter you chose as part of the stem. Incognito right?” Her gaze met mine and she grinned. 
“That’s right.” 
This time I laid back and let Mask do her thing. The prickling sensation started anew the second that gun touched my ankle. It stung, sending a sharp bite of pain through my leg. I gritted my teeth and waited for that pain to turn to pleasure once more. After about ten minutes, I was flying on pure endorphins. 
“I’ve got the W and the A done.” Mask pointed at my foot where two little wish petals were blowing across the text alongside several others. Only these two were unique. One had the letter “W” to represent my time with Wes and the other an “A” for Alec. “How did you want to do the T and the H again.” 
“If possible I’d like both of them somehow intertwined on the same petal wish-type thingy.” 
Mask looked at my foot, again rotated it back and forth in the light, then nodded succinctly and went back to work. 
“Finished with the M and the single T, too. I put a couple more plain ones here and here,” she pointed to the simple ones interspersed between the special ones. “But you mentioned that you might want to add to this later in the year so I left some space down the foot?” 
I nodded. “Yeah, if the year goes as planned, I could have several more petals with new letters to add.” 
“I think this looks good and doesn’t look incomplete but you can easily have an artist add to it though I’d prefer it was me. Kind of like having my tats be mine, you dig?” 
I held up my hands in peace. “Absolutely. I’ll be back toward the end of the year if I need to add to it. I promise.” I held out my hand and she shook it. 
“Well, all right. Check it out?” 
The dandelion was incredible and realistic. It framed the text so beautifully, showing exactly how much I wanted the saying to pop, yet flow with the meaning behind making wishes. Along a gust of wind you can see each dandelion petal. Five of the fifteen interspersed have a letter intertwined in the stem of the blown petal. Wes, Alec, Mason and Tai each have a single letter etched into the movement of the stem. Tony and Hector are a TH combo on the same tiny petal. 
The importance of having a piece of each man with me, treading that path each day was not lost on me. It’s something I knew in my heart I needed to get me through the remainder of the year. Having those men, the first letter of their name, hovering around the text that has become my own personal theme was utterly perfect. I looked down at the text, admiring the statement as it became a part of my life and truth, forever printed on my body. 
Trust the journey…
***




 
My foot ached as I made my way back into the house and limped up the stairs toward my room. 
“Sweet heavens, what happened? Did you hurt yourself?” Kathleen rushed up the steps and took hold of my shoulder, cradling me into her chest as I limped up the remaining steps. She helped me get to my room, which took an inordinate amount of time. Every step hurt more than the last and more than the entire process of getting the tattoo all together. 
I hopped on one foot once we made it to my room and landed in a heap on the bed. 
“What’s wrong?” she said inspecting every inch of my body until finally settling her gaze on the shiny area of my foot where Mask had slathered petroleum jelly. “Oh, my. It seems you’ve done this to yourself then.” She leaned down close and inspected the area. 
“It’s very beautiful and it looks like the meaning behind the text is very important to you.” 
I smiled around a grimace. “It is. Thank you. I don’t know. I woke up today and just knew what I had to do. Since I don’t have to be at an event for another few days, now was the best time,” I told her. 
Kathleen nodded prettily. “I’ll get you some tea and cookies. Here, let’s get you set up.” She lifted a pillow and placed it under my foot delicately, being extra careful of the raw ink. Then she patted a pillow, and with two fingers, had me leaning forward to place one behind my back. “That better?” 
Laughing, I tilted my head and took in the lovely woman. Any man worth his salt would scoop her up and keep her for his very own, not hire an escort so he could save face with the big wigs. Momentarily, my opinion of Warren plummeted, but really, it wasn’t my place to judge. 
“You know, I’m not sick. I just got a tattoo.” We both chuckled as she smoothed the blanket around my legs. 
“True, but you’re in pain. Let me care for you. It will be a nice change of pace for me to spend time taking care of a woman rather than two prickly men who think they can take care of themselves.” She winked and treated me to that soft small smile I’d begun to recognize as her own way of communication. Kathleen was a kind woman with a strong will and a gentle manner. I found I liked the quiet way she handled things. For me, she was the epitome of grace. Maybe I could borrow a page or two from her book. 
When Kathleen returned, she was not empty handed. Her arms were filled with items including wine, not tea, snacks, magazines, and chocolates. “What’s all this?” I asked as she set the tray down. 
“I rarely get a girls’ night, and if you don’t mind, I’d like to get to you know you better.” 
I smiled and shimmied in place. “Heck yeah. Hand me a glass of the good stuff.” 
Her eyes lit up and sparkled like a ten-carat diamond. “And it is the good stuff. Taken directly from Mr. Shipley’s private stash.” 
My eyes widened. “Are you sure we should be drinking it? He won’t get mad when he sees a couple bottles missing?” 
She shook her head emphatically. “I’m sleeping with the boss. I have my ways of buttering him up. ‘Sides, he said I could have whatever I wanted, and I happen to know these have been sitting awhile. He doesn’t like Zinfandel as much as I do.” 
“Aww, I see. How does that work anyway?” Her eyebrows rose in question. “The part about banging your boss?” I chuckled and she followed suit. Though I knew damn well how it went to hit the sheets with the man paying your salary. Then again, I hadn’t stayed with any of them longer than a month, whereas she’s been around for decades. 
Slowly she inhaled and sat down on the bed next to me, propping herself up with the plush pillows. She sipped a bit of wine, and seemed to mull the question over. “It’s not as bad as it sounds. Warren and I have been friends for thirty years. I was enamored with him when he was still with his wife. And then when she died, well, he needed me. It wasn’t until years later that we started a covert relationship. Now, I share his bed most nights.” Even though what she said sounded like they were in a full blown relationship, there was something she was hiding. 
“Then why do I get the feeling that things aren’t what they’re cracked up to be.” 
She shrugged and sighed. “I guess I just figured by now, we’d be out in the open. That he wouldn’t be embarrassed to be with me.” Her eyes got glassy and she sniffed softly. 
I shook my head. “I do not get the impression that he is embarrassed to be with you. But, I will say, I’ve been to these events, and you’d be the odd duck out for sure.” I looked over her beautifully pressed blouse, her frilly apron, and figure-flattering pencil skirt. Definitely. She was leagues above the young tarts the men in Warren’s group paraded around. Women just like me. With effort, I choked back a gag. 
“I see,” were the words she said, but they could have just as easily been a cursed challenge, except that she was far too classy. 
Placing my hand on her forearm, I held her tight until her gaze reached mine. “You don’t see, but I’ll show you.” Looking like a woman with ants in her pants, I reached back under me and yanked my phone out of my back pocket. Then I pulled up the image I’d sent Ginelle last week. “This is what you’re up against.” I handed her the phone. For long moments, she inspected the image. 
“These women are young enough to be their daughters.” A slightly shaky hand lifted in front of her mouth. “Some possibly even their granddaughters.” 
I nodded. “Yep. That’s why I’m here.” 
A horrified look crossed her face. “No, nuh uh, not because of what you think. His reasons are actually really altruistic.” 
That’s when her do-I-look-stupid face graced her features along with an eye roll.   
“Okay, it’s weird, but I get it. He needs his own bimbo,“ I ran my hands in the air closely over my form. “To make him look like he’s one of them. It’s all for a good reason though. He has this project that he needs these rich guys and a bunch of stodgy politicians to support so he can get medicine and vaccines to third world countries.” 
Recognition must have dawned on her because she started to nod and lean closer. “You know, he mentioned this project. It’s been in the making for years. I honestly thought he’d given up on it.” Then she huffed. “Yet another thing he’s doing in her memory.” The tone when she said ‘her memory’ seemed put-out and on the ugly edge of scathing. 
My eyes narrowed. “What do you mean, ‘in her memory’?” 
Right then, Kathleen responded in a way I would have never pictured. She tipped her wine glass up to her lips and glugged back the crimson liquid until it was gone. 
“Ketty Shipley.” 
“Who’s Ketty Shipley?” I asked, completely lost. 
“Warren’s dead wife.” 
“Oh, that Ketty Shipley.” With that, I sucked back the last of my wine and waited a moment. “So why the nastiness?” 
Kathleen rubbed her forehead and pulled out the hidden clip. To my extreme surprise a wild mane of long hair fell well past her shoulders in beautiful, big, bouncy waves.
With a shake of her head she ran her hands through it a couple times and groaned. “It’s not that I didn’t like her. For a while, she was my best friend. It’s that I don’t like that she’s been dead for twenty- five years, and Warren is still in love with her. You can’t win the man’s heart when it still belongs to his dead wife.” 
Her shoulders slumped, and I looped an arm over hers and locked her to my side. “Honestly, it can’t really be that bad.” 
“Oh no,” she said mockingly. “You think I’m full of piss and vinegar then?” With a burst of energy she was up and out the door. I sat there completely dumfounded. What the hell did piss and vinegar have anything to do with it anyway? I swear, older folks said the weirdest shit. 
A few minutes went by, and I worried that I’d offended her. I played out the conversation and although it was uncomfortable at best, I hadn’t said anything inappropriate that would cause her to rush out of the room. Before I could go over it again, the door was flung open and she pushed in a food cart. The same kind that you get when you are staying in a really fancy hotel and the bellman brings your dinner. 
“What’s this?” I asked even more confused. 
In a second, she was at the side of the bed. “Come now. Let’s hop along.” She patted the top of the cart. “I have to show you something that will prove my point.” 
“What point?” I hopped up and then she helped me sit down on the cart. Then she pushed me out of the room and down the hall. 
“The point that he’s not over Ketty!” 
Gripping the cart, I cringed. “If I say I believe you, will you not scare the hell out of me by dragging my gimpy ass around this McMansion on a deathtrap? If you accidentally push too hard, I could end up flying down the stairs.”
She stopped and then patted me on the back. “I used to run Aaron around the house in this all the time. He loved it. It’s perfectly safe. No worries. Besides, we’re heavily insured. You’d end up set for life if you were truly injured while in the Shipleys’ employ.” 
That did not make me feel any better. “Not if I’m dead!” I countered. 
“Relax, we’re here.” She stopped at a set of double doors at the end of a very long hallway and pulled out a set of keys from her apron. When I say a set of keys, I mean a ring filled with so many keys it could keep a locksmith with fattened pockets for another couple decades.
With a quick flick of her wrist, she unlocked and opened both the doors. I slid off the cart onto my good foot and then tip-toed into the space. The taut skin still smarted, but the wine had helped. 
Once I got into the center of the room, I stopped and looked around. The room was gargantuan. It seemed to take up the entire end of this side of the mansion. It had to be two thousand square feet alone. Along two full walls was picture after picture of a dark-haired, blue-eyed young woman, spanning what looked like her teenaged years all the way to approximately her thirties. I slowly made my way to one of the walls and fingered a couple of the framed images. The woman shared an amazing resemblance with Aaron. In some of the photos, the young lady was holding Aaron, who looked no more than three or four. 
As I scanned the rest of the space there was a vanity set up. A brush, comb, makeup, and other lotions and perfumes sat, as if waiting for the woman who owned them to sit and prepare herself for a night out. Moving along the side, another area hosted a wide glass case. The case was at least six feet in length by two feet wide. Within were incredible sets of earrings, necklaces, bracelets, rings, the likes of which would be found in a high-end jewelry store. They were all top notch, obviously very expensive pieces that would sell for tens of thousands of dollars and possibly more. 
Farther down the room was rack after rack of women’s clothing. None of them had even a speck of dust on them even though they had to be decades old, yet they were hung as if ready to be worn by their owner. 
More things hugged the walls, books, knick-knacks, picture after picture of Aaron as a small boy, all the things that would have made a home were in this one room. 
“What is this place?” I asked Kathleen, practically losing my ability to speak as shock closed my throat, the words coming out whispered and breathy.
Kathleen leaned against the vanity and traced the golden handled brush. “Exactly what it looks like.” 
With a sarcasm-laced tone, I responded. “Jesus Christ! It looks like a shrine to a dead woman.” 
“Ketty Shipley lives on, even though she’s been dead for twenty-five years.” 
 
 



Chapter 5 
 
“What the hell are you two doing in here?” The irate voice of none other than Warren Shipley growled behind me, and I spun around. 
“Um, I’m sorry, Mr. Shipley,” Kathleen started to explain, but I cut in. 
I shrugged and hopped over to him. “Sorry Warren. I got curious. It was the only door in the whole house that was locked. Now I know why. Kathleen was just telling me how inappropriate it was for me to enter your private space.” Plastering on an apologetic smile, I glanced at Kathleen then patted Warren’s chest as if what I saw was no big deal. It was. Huge in fact. “Your secret is safe with me.” I added and moved to the hallway. “Uh, my foot hurts, so I’m going to turn in.” 
Warren must have gotten over his shock at being caught with a shrine to his dead wife and stopped me with a hand to my arm. “What happened to you?” 
“Nothing. I lifted up my foot. The hall light shined on the black ink. “Got a tattoo today.” 
Apparently shock was an easy thing with this guy, for he gasped and held my foot aloft, taking a gander at the ink. I was getting tired of holding it up when he lifted me up in a princess hold and set me back on my cart. “Convenient this food cart with wheels is sitting right here, isn’t it?” His bushy eyebrows lowered in a frown. 
“Um, yeah. I was going to find the kitchen and make myself a meal but trying to hop on one foot and carry a plate would have been a disaster.” I smacked the metal cart and was satisfied when it made a gong noise. “Found this baby and voila! Figured it would work like a charm. Plus, I can lean against it and push off with my good foot.” I gave my best grin-pout combo.
“Uh huh,” he mumbled, unconvinced. Based on his tone, I didn’t think he bought my layer of lies, but so far, he didn’t stop me. 
Kathleen however wasn’t about to play games. “Sorry, Mr. Shipley. I’ll take Mia back to her room to rest.” 
“I expect to see you back at my room so we can discuss this, Kitten.” 
Once we were out of earshot, I tipped my head back and looked at her upside-down as she pushed me along the hallways. “Kitten?” 
Her lips moved into that sweet, small smile. “Nothing out of you. You’re getting me in all kinds of trouble.” 
That got my attention. “Me!” I scoffed. “You’re the one that just had to show me how he wasn’t over the dead wife. That we got caught was all on you! I tried to save your ass.” 
Kathleen chuckled softly, and it sounded like tinkling little bells. “Oh sweetie, if I wanted my ass saved, I wouldn’t still be here after thirty years now would I? I’m perfectly happy with the location of my ass as it is.” There was an undertone of discontent. That shrine proved he was, in fact, not over Aaron’s mother. Maybe some people just never got over their first love. Shit, I hoped that wasn’t the case. I’d had a pretty shitty first love. I’d had a lot of pretty stellar dives in the crap pool that was my love life. Hopefully, God would take pity on me and send me the right man. The man that would take it all away and everything with him would just be…effortless.
My phone buzzed in my back pocket, startlingly loud against the metal of the cart. Both Kathleen and I jumped out of our skin then laughed about the silliness of the situation. We’d been caught trespassing into a very whacked-out, secret space; she was pushing me around the McMansion on a food cart after I’d permanently marked my own body, and now we were scared of things that buzzed in the night. The scene was comical. No doubt we could make some money on Broadway with this shtick. 
When we reached my door, I thanked Kathleen for the lift, hopped into my room, and fell to the bed, phone in hand. 
To: Mia Saunders 
From: Wes Channing
I dreamt about you last night. We were in my pool again. Sky was nothing but midnight and bright stars. You were laid out, legs spread wide and my mouth was doing that thing you loved. Remember that? Remember how easily I could make you melt. Make you come with just my mouth. God I miss that. Your taste on my tongue. Like pure honey. Tell me, are you thinking of me, right now? 
To: Wes Channing 
From: Mia Saunders
Yes.
 
To: Mia Saunders 
From: Wes Channing
Prove it. Show me.
Holy mother of hot men. I read Wes’s words at least five times. Enough that I felt twitchy, like my body was roasting from the inside out. He wanted me to show him. I’d never sexted before. The idea had some serious merit. I was horny, and he obviously was. What would it hurt? That little voice inside my head that said this would only complicate things prodded at my subconscious like a woodpecker against the trunk of a tree. 
Tap, tap…tap, tap…tap, tap. 
Like the idiot I was, I pulled out a mental BB gun and shot that woodpecker off its perch, shimmied out of my clothes leaving nothing on but my bra and panties. A hot pink set that had scalloped lace edges. He was going to lose his mind at this getup. Holding the phone at my chin, I crossed my legs making sure they looked casual yet sexy in the soft light and took a picture. 
To: Wes Channing 
From: Mia Saunders
How’s this?
 
I sent the picture and started caressing my thighs with just the tips of my fingers, running them up and down my legs and higher. Once I reached my breasts, I cupped them and squeezed more roughly than I would normally, but I was imagining the way Wes would touch them. He couldn’t get enough of my body and often, when he was insane with lust, he’d hold onto me like I was the last woman on Earth. Roughly and with manly intent. I loved those times. They made me feel desired, wanted, like nothing in the world would come between us. 
 
The phone pinged and I scrambled to lift it up. Oh sweet baby Jesus and all things good, kind and delicious. 
 
To: Mia Saunders 
From: Wes Channing
Now you’ve made me hard. 
The picture he attached mimicked mine only he was in a pair of swim trunks that were delightfully tented. His abs were on full display, and at that moment, I would have given anything to run my tongue along each ridge of muscle, especially the very large appendage raising his shorts.
Wetness pooled between my thighs. Ribbons of heat and desire roared through my limbs. I rubbed my thighs against one another, attempting to relieve some of the tension, but the friction just added to the need. 
To: Wes Channing 
From: Mia Saunders
I wish you were here. I’d take care of that big problem you’ve got. 
 
To: Mia Saunders 
From: Wes Channing
Would you now? Looks like we’re going to have to use our imaginations. Starting with your hands. Pull down the cups of your bra and touch your breasts. Christ, they’re sexy and soft. Remember how it felt when I’d push the fabric down and lift each one to my mouth. How I’d bite just enough to get you squirming. Pinch those sweet pink tips for me. Wet your fingertips and start soft then hard just like I would. 
Jeez Louise. The man was three thousand miles away and had the power to make me come with just a simple text. Lost in the haze of lust that only Wes could pull off from this distance, I pressed down the fabric of my bra. My breasts were full, heavy, and ready to be worshipped. Licking my fingertips, I closed my eyes and swirled them around the erect peaks. Then, like he said, I wrapped thumb and forefinger around the tips and tugged, elongating them before pinching the tissue. I cried out at the intense sensation that rippled through my chest to settle heavily between my thighs. The material of my panties was soaked, my pussy clenching around nothing but air, feeling empty, needing to be filled. 
Another text came through. 
To: Mia Saunders 
From: Wes Channing
Are you wet, sweetheart? Achy, ready to be fucked hard?
 
My fingers fumbled and my breath came in heavy pants as I typed back. 
To: Wes Channing 
From: Mia Saunders
This is torture.
 
To: Mia Saunders 
From: Wes Channing
I know baby, but just stay with me. Slide your hands down your tiny waist. Swirl a finger around your belly button and tickle the skin the way I did. You remember? Of course you do. Slide that hand down to where you miss me most, but don’t enter that bit of heaven just yet. Play with your hot, little clit. I’ll bet it’s hard as a rock for me. Small, tight, rounded flesh. If I was there, I’d lick it until you came. I’d swirl my tongue around that hot button of nerves and suck so hard your legs would clamp around my head, caging me in, keeping me there. Play with yourself now. 
 
Gone. Completely lost in the fantasy, I did exactly what he said. Tickled my stomach, sliding a wet fingertip around my naval the way he’d lick me on his path to what he called heaven. My breath was labored, coming in soft pants. I could feel the wisps of hair against the tingling tips of my breasts, jutting out, the nipples zipping with the need to be touched, sucked and bitten. Slowly, I allowed my hand to trail beneath the lace covering my sex. Wet. Practically dripping. Only Wes was capable of doing that to me. Just words in a text turned me into a melting pot of pure need. The need for him to touch me. Taste me. Make love to me. 
 
Doing as he said, I played with my clit. Flicking the little button teasingly the way Wes always did before he went to town.
 
Another text came in. 
 
To: Mia Saunders 
From: Wes Channing
I’m imagining your taste and stroking my cock thinking of you, of your pussy. Your cunt would be warm, sweet, and juicy like a peach off the tree. Remember how I’d cover as much of that tasty pussy as I could with my mouth and suck on you…
 
Oh fuck. His words lit a fire so hot it was burning through three thousand miles of space. I continued reading while pinching my clit, tugging on it, rocking my hips back and forth. 
 
To: Mia Saunders 
From: Wes Channing
Suck so hard you’d scream. And when you came, I’d start all over again. By the time I was done with you, your cunt would be crying to be filled. Is it that way now? Ready for my dick? I’ll bet it is. I know that greedy pussy. It wants to be jammed full of hard cock. Don’t be shy. Push two fingers in hard, sweetheart. Pretend it’s me thrusting into you that first time. 
 
I couldn’t stop. It was as if I was a marionette and he the puppet master. I shoved two fingers in hard, just like he instructed and cried out at the small sting of the fast intrusion. The pain only lasted a second. It was just enough to trick my mind into thinking he’d entered me, except that two fingers were a very small comparison to Wes’s package. Right now, it would have to do. 


To: Mia Saunders 
From: Wes Channing
Do your fingers feel good sweetheart? Not as good as it would feel to have me there. Now thrust those fingers in and out. Take your other hand and pluck that little clit I love to nibble on. Fuck yourself until you come. Come for me, sweetheart. 
 
I was helpless to resist. My fingers moved on autopilot, my mind using the images he’d conjured. Tingles broke out over my skin as a fine mist of sweat tickled the surface. Every pore gasped with the intensity of pleasure ripping through my system. Heat built until pleasure coiled low, spiraling from the center and out until nothing but sparks of multicolored lights blasted across my closed eyelids. As the orgasm took hold, its claws scratched and shredded along my nerves until the euphoric edge hit home and the release splintered through me. 
 
A few more jerks, my hips arched off the bed, and the newly inked skin screamed in agony as the last dredges of bliss spiraled along each limb. I finally came down into a lifeless heap. 
 
To: Mia Saunders 
From: Wes Channing
You asleep? 
 
I laughed at Wes’s last text. 
 
To: Wes Channing 
From: Mia Saunders
Sorry. You took me for quite the solo ride. 
 
To: Mia Saunders 
From: Wes Channing
I was right there with you, sweetheart. You weren’t alone. Came harder imagining you touching yourself thinking of me, than I have since Chicago.
 
And that’s all it took to pop the pristine little bubble of happiness he’d created for me. 
Chicago. 
That was the last time we’d been together physically. Three long months ago. Since then, I’d had a booty call with Alec and a month with Tai. All the while, he’d been with the sultry actress, the same one that all the celebrity mags were calling this year’s most beautiful woman alive. And my Wes was fucking her. Regularly. It was only a matter of time before he cut me loose. Maybe I should make it easier for him. Cut him loose first. 
If I was being honest with myself, I didn’t know if I could cut off Wes forever. There was too much there. Things left unsaid and undone, all while attached with the weight of a promise for more. A promise I’m not sure either of us could keep for another six months. For such a short time with him, it felt like years of history sat between us.
I couldn’t do this over text. With a deep breath and a sigh I hit the “Call” button on my phone. 
Wes answered, a sleepy timber to his voice. “Hey beautiful, I figured you’d be avoiding what happened between us for at least a week or two?” He chuckled, and the sexy sound went straight to my over-taxed libido. Criminey, all the man had to do was breathe and I wanted him with a fierceness that was unmatched by any other.
“Wes, we should talk about this. What we’re doing to one another…” I let the statement hang heavily between us. 
He sighed aloud, a deep rumbling noise. It reminded me of when I would lay on his bare chest and listen to the beat of his heart and the sound of his breath moving in and out of his lungs. One of the most soothing places in the entire world was being lost in his arms. If only the rest of life could be that comforting. 
“Let’s not make this more than it is. Two people who have a mutual affection for one another, taking the edge of.” 
I huffed. “So that’s how you want to play this?” 
“I’m not playing anything. Nothing has changed. You know where I stand, I know where you stand. That doesn’t mean we can’t meet in the middle now and again to remember how good it can be.” 
The man had a point. “I’m so tired.” 
“What’s the matter, sweetheart?” 
Wes had a way of lulling me into complacency. Making me believe that this thing between us could just be. For now, I had to trust in him and in that. “Washington, DC is filled with nothing but gold-digging whores, and stuffy old dudes with too much money and far too much power.” 
He laughed out loud. “You speak the truth. So what’s the problem? The guy you’re with want you to be something more than an escort?” 
I shook my head and made a gagging sound which was reciprocated by his rich laughter. I loved every bit of it. Without even trying, he made the air seem lighter. “Warren is a good guy. Not at all interested in me in that way.” 
Wes scoffed. “I find that very hard to believe.” 
“I’m not his type.” 
“Mia, sweetheart, you’re every man’s type.” 
I rolled my eyes and twirled my hair, inspecting my tattoo while I thought about what he said. “Whatever. It’s just being here is weird. I’m not exactly sure of my place.” 
“How so?” 
“Well, he’s hired me to be the pretty piece on his arm so that he fits in with the other rich old dudes. They all have a young woman clinging to them. But he has this woman at home that he’s been with for years and yet he hides her away.” 
“Huh. That is odd. Why do you think that is?” 
I shrugged. “I don’t know.” The image of the shrine came flashing across my mind. “Not sure he’s over his dead wife. But she died twenty-five years ago. It’s weird. And he has this house attendant that he’s been having a hidden relationship with for years, but he keeps it under wraps. I don’t know, I guess the fact that he keeps a woman as his dirty little secret doesn’t sit right with me.” 
“Me either. Think you could maybe make him see the error in his ways? You’re pretty good at that.” 
“Probably be more fun than sitting around his McMansion with nothing better to do than go out and spontaneously get a tattoo.” Wes was quiet for so long I had to check the display to make sure the call didn’t drop or the phone battery had died. “Wes?” 
“Sorry sweetheart, I was just imagining you with a tat. Shit, you got me hard again.” 
I grinned. “Maybe we can do something about that.” 
“Oh yeah?” 
“Yeah. Close your eyes and imagine me kissing my way down your chest…” 
 



Chapter 6 
 
“Honey, you spend a spell with the other ladies here while the men and I talk business,” Warren said while dropping me off at a table with seven other women. All of them were dressed similarly. Tight little dresses, hair long and luxurious, and some serious sparkles all over their ears, necks, wrists, and fingers. These women were kept and didn’t have any bones about flaunting that fact. 
I waved awkwardly. “Hi, I’m Mia.” 
All but one looked at me with daggers in her eyes. “Hi, I’m Christine Benoit the only one here married to my guy. The rest of the girls are a little bitchy. They don’t like sharing the limelight, do you ladies?” She puckered her lips and sneered then lifted her hand to shake mine and nearly blinded me with the size of her diamond wedding ring. 
“That’s a serious rock!” I exclaimed grabbing at her hand, lacking total grace or tact. I really had never seen a diamond quite so large. 
Her entire face lit up as she held her hand aloft. “I know right? My Daddy takes good care of me. Five karats on top another five surrounding my princess there.” She pointed to the square cut diamond blinding me. I needed a pair of sunglasses to view the thing; the rays of light bouncing off seemed to have their own zip code.
“Shut it, Christine. Just because old man Benoit finally put a ring on it, doesn’t mean you need to rub it in our faces.” 
I looked over at a scowling brunette. Her ring finger was, not surprisingly, bare of giant jewels. I’m guessing her attitude had absolutely nothing to do with it. I rolled my eyes covertly, pretending to fawn over the ring some more. 
“It’s beautiful, Christine. You said you’re married to Mr. Benoit? You’re visiting from Canada right?” 
A huge buzzer went off in my head. 
Ding. Ding. Ding. 
Benoit was one of the names that Warren wanted to talk up. Apparently, the man had ships set all along the Eastern side of Canada. A port in Yarmouth he said was located on the Gulf of Maine in Southwestern Nova Scotia. It was the perfect location to transport supplies from Canada to the United Kingdom, where they’d be loaded into freight vehicles that could run all the way down to Mali, one of the poorest countries in Africa. I knew this moment was not fate. My opportunity to help just hit me upside the head in the form of a ten-karat diamond ring on a tiny little blonde. 
Christine’s surgically enhanced lips widened. “Yes! We’re from Canada. My Frances is here on business. I saw you were with Mr. Shipley.” She nudged my shoulder.“ He’s probably the most handsome of all the men here…aside from my husband.” Her head tipped up gesturing to a man who couldn’t be more than five foot eight on a good day. Thank God, she was petite. In my heels, I’d dwarf the guy. He had a gray mustache and thick gray hair. At least he had hair. The ratio of hair to men was about fifty-fifty in this crowd. I tipped my head to the side and looked at Mr. Benoit and back at the woman who had to be at least thirty-five years his junior. 
“If you don’t mind me asking, how old is your husband?” 
Her eyes glittered as much as her diamond. No concern with my question showing on her pretty face. “He’ll be sixty-six this year.” 
“And you are?” 
“Twenty-five.” 
I chewed on that information and sipped at the full glass of champagne I’d tagged before Warren handed me off to the wolves. “And forty-one years difference in age doesn’t bother you?” 
She shook her hand. “Gosh, no. He’s so good to me. Pulled me right off the streets, set me up with a place to live, helped me get my GED then put me in college. Now I have a bachelor’s degree and work at Benoit Shipping Inc. our headquarters.” I nodded, once again unsurprised by her story. “I run all the new marketing campaigns. We share an office, play a little hide the pickle when we’re stressed, and then get back to it.” 
Hide the pickle. 
“Did you just say hide the pickle?” 
She nodded without any concern for who heard our conversation. The phrase ‘an open book’ rang true with this one. “Yeah, when we get tired, bored, or you know, just want to fuck, he bends me over my desk or his, then fucks me stupid. He’s crazy good and makes me come harder than any partner I’ve had before. I think it’s because he, like, takes those little blue pills. Makes him rock hard all the time. I’m happy to oblige. And you want to know a secret?” The lovely thing was alight with energy and excitement. 
A secret. From the woman who fucks a man almost old enough to be her grandfather, who uses the phrase hide the pickle, and has a ridiculously active sex life with an old guy…Yes, yes I do believe I wanted to know her secrets. I was certain they were going to blow me into next week. 
Christine leaned close to my ear. “We’re expecting our first baby.” 
You know that moment in the cartoon where Yosemite Sam blows his top and smoke comes out of his ears? I felt like that happened to me on hearing she was pregnant by a guy three times her age. It started with a buzzing sensation and the need to sit down. Once settled, she felt my head. 
“You’re a little warm, Mia.” She offered looking absolutely concerned for my welfare. 
“Maybe you can lead me to the rest room and we can chat there.” I needed to get this hot tamale alone. Her husband owned the shipping company Warren needed to transport goods to the UK. I took it upon myself to help make that happen. If befriending the pregnant wife was going to help, I’d take one for the team. Besides, she was really nice—if a little misguided. 
 
***
“So you see, these vaccines and medicines are going to save countless lives.” 
Christine gasped, her hand going over her still flat stomach. “My goodness. We have to help!” she said with conviction. I nodded. 
“Well, maybe you could put in a good word for Warren with Frances?” I suggested thinking that was the best way. 
She shook her head. “Oh no, I’m going to do better than that. She pulled out a cellphone from her purse, clicked a few buttons then held it up to her ear. “Franny Snookums…” she giggled. “Sure I’m always ready for your big cock, baby, you know that.” The thought of her getting plowed by the old guy made my mouth sour, the same way it does right before you vomit. “Oh I know snookums, I want it hard too. Real hard. So hard my teeth rattle, but I need to talk to you about something.” 
I waited while she shared pretty much everything that I’d shared about Warren’s project and how they could help. “Yeah snookums, we’ll make it this year’s charitable contribution, and I can even run up a campaign about the good work we’re going to do with Shipley Inc.” She said another few “uh huhs” and “mmm hmms” then turned to the side. Her hand slid from her neck down to her breast where she cupped it boldly. “Yeah, they need to be squeezed. Thinking about you fucking me here, right now is making me super needy. Can you come down and lick me? The baby is making me so horny. I know you already fucked me twice today--” she sighed and then whined, “--but I need your mouth this time...” she practically jumped up and down and clapped. “Okay Franny, I’ll be in the ladies, wet and ready. Don’t keep me waiting or I’ll start playing without you.” 
Then she snapped off the phone. Her chest was heaving. “We’re totally going to do the shipments for the Shipleys.” I wanted to jump up and down and celebrate but she started grabbing at her boobs in a brazenly wanton way. “You into threesomes?” she asked distractedly. “Franny loves when we add another one of my friends. Fucks us both really good, and I’m okay with sharing as long as it’s not in my marital bed. That’s just for us.” 
I opened and closed my mouth almost as if I couldn’t catch my breath. I really couldn’t breathe. The images that were jumping all over each other as I tried to process what she’d said. Christine just propositioned me for a threesome with her husband. Her old, granddaddy-like husband in a ladies bathroom. I shook my head. “Um, nope but I’m really excited about telling my own uh, Daddy, about the Benoit’s involvement.” 
“Cool.” And that’s when she put a finger to each strap of her already miniscule dress and let it drop to the floor standing in nothing but a tiny red thong. Absolutely nothing but a thong. What the fuck? I turned around to give her some privacy at the exact moment that old man Francis Benoit entered. 
“You starting without me pumpkin?” he said, sizing his almost naked wife and me up. 
“Can’t wait. Give me your cock, Daddy, I want to suck on it while you suck on me.” 
“Girl, what have I told you about getting naked in public places,” he scolded, though he didn’t sound that upset. “I’m going to dock your allowance for this transgression.” 
She groaned. “But I can’t help it. I need you.” 
That was most definitely my cue. “Uh, I’m going to go and see my uh…Warren,” I said not being able to call him “Daddy” again. It just grossed me out. 
When I was just at the threshold of the ladies room door I heard Christine sigh and moan. “Gonna ride you so hard, I love you Franny, I love you. Love fucking you.” 
“Get on it pumpkin. That’s right; fuck me until you come hard enough to last until tonight. Jesus this pregnancy is going to kill me.” I heard her husband say, his Canadian accent thick and strong. If it was me, I’d definitely be worried about his health. The heart attack years were definitely upon him and if he was downing those blue pills with alcohol and tons of rough sex with a twenty-five year old, he definitely had something to worry about. 
When I exited the bathroom, Warren was waiting for me. His eyes seemed troubled as I grabbed onto his wrist. “Let’s get far away from here.” 
“Why? Francis said he wanted to talk to me about using his ships for the supplies I need to go to Mali.” 
“I know, I set it all up with his wife. But they’re indisposed and if you go in there, they are going to invite you to join their little public sexy time.” I warned. 
He cringed. “I see. We should wait for them at the bar then. You can tell me all about what was said. Shall we?” He held out his arm like the perfect gentleman. Definitely the way a grandfather would to his granddaughter and not his hot piece of ass. Classy guy. At least I got the good one. Though Francis didn’t seem half bad once I got past the fact that he’d married and impregnated a woman three times younger than he was. I shivered and Warren stopped, took off his suit jacket and draped it over my shoulders. 
“Thank you.” 
“Any time. Now tell me what happened.” 
 
***
Apparently scoring the Canadian ships was a huge part of the go-live plan for Warren’s project. Together, we sat at the bar at the stuffy event and had drink after drink of incredibly expensive top shelf whiskey. Even Christine sat with us and sucked on her non-alcoholic drinks happily enjoying herself. I guess once the edge of her horniness was dulled, she really was a lot of fun. 
At nearly two in the morning, James the driver had to hold both Warren and me up as we walked up the stone steps singing a ridiculous rendition of “I’m Henry the Eighth I Am” so loud that, when the foyer lights went on, we were both shocked. Kathleen leaned against a bannister, arms crossed over her chest, lips pinched tight. 
“Good night?” she asked, her tone indecipherable. 
Warren moved over to her with the quickness of a man half his age. He pulled her into his arms then pulled each hand out and started dancing with her. Swinging her from one side to the next, dipping her low. I clapped and swayed then grabbed a hold of James who took pity on me and twirled me around the foyer alongside Warren and Kathleen. The four of us danced for a bit until both of our dance partners led us up the stairs. 
“Oh man, wait. Warren, buddy…don’t forget to tell Kathleen about that score!” 
He laughed as I slumped into James. Without further comment, he lifted me into a fireman’s carry, my body a dead weight. I smacked his surprisingly firm ass. “Nice!” I said then remembered I still wanted to say something. “Wait...” I smacked his ass again, and he stopped laughing and tried to grab my hands. “...and tell her about the gross bathroom sex they had!” 
Warren started laughing so hard he sat down in the middle of the floor. I wanted to go help him up but I was already upside down in my own predicament. 
“Kathy honey, you’ll never guess what old man Benoit and his saucy little wife did!” he said. 
She petted him on the shoulder. “I’m sure you’ll tell me all about it, but first we need to get you to bed.” 
“You know I’d never share you, right?” he said seriously to her, and James started walking again. I smacked him hard on the ass again, and this time, he retaliated by doing the same to me. 
“Will you stay still? You’re heavy enough as it is.” 
I leaned up trying to get a glimpse of his face. “Are you calling me fat?” 
“Hardly. But drunk off your ass you’re not light as a feather!” he quipped. 
Like a child, a cross between a groan and a whine left my lips. “But they were getting to the best part. He was telling her he loves her.” 
James shook his head and held me tight. Time seemed to fly as he took me to my room more quickly than I would have thought possible. Evaluating the passage of time wasn’t my strong suit in my inebriated state. “Everyone knows he loves Ms. Kathleen. He’s loved her for ages.” 
“But the shrine,” I countered, my liquor-loosened lips flapping in the wind.   
“He didn’t know what to do with Ketty’s things. He thought maybe Aaron might take on a wife, kids, and want some of that stuff. Besides, he didn’t want to hurt his son. He’s more sentimental than he lets on.” James huffed, seeming almost put out. Regardless, the information definitely changed things. James flopped me onto the bed. He walked over to the dresser and pulled out a tank and pajama pants and tossed them on the bed. “There’s your nightclothes. Please tell me you don’t need help.” 
I gave a sexy smile. “You’re not offering?” I quirked my lips again, the whiskey making me stupid. 
“Hell no. My wife would take strips off my ass and feed them to our dogs. After her brothers broke every bone in my body,” he laughed. 
“Aww, you have a wife?” I asked and snuggled into my pillow. 
“Yes, I have a wife, a very mean one who rocks my world. I’d never be unfaithful.” James unbuckled and pulled off my heels. “Cool tattoo by the way. Good thing the shoes didn’t rub it. Looks almost healed.” 
“That’s good.” I said about his wife, not the tattoo. Then just like any drunk chick who’s lost her mind, I shared personal information that I wouldn’t normally share in different circumstances. “You know, I have a Wes.” I thought back to our sexting earlier in the week and my body got hot once more. 
“You have a Wes,” he reiterated, his tone rife with amusement. “I’m guessing that’s a man.” He said with a laugh, handing me the bed clothes he’d laid out. More like smacking me in the face with them. 
“He’s not really mine, but he’s more mine than anyone else’s.” 
“I see. Sounds complicated.” Boy, he didn’t even know the half of it.
Finally, he helped me lean up. “I think I’m gonna be sick.” 
He grumbled and helped me to the toilet where I spent the rest of the night vomiting violently. At some point, James left and Kathleen was there. Like aloe to a burn, she laid a cool washcloth over the back of my neck and soothed me with calm words and light caresses against my hair and spine. My knees ached from pressing into the tile for what felt like hours. I had no sense of time or space. All I knew was that I felt like death.
When the morning rolled around, I had a hangover the size of Texas. My robe hung off my shoulder precariously and I couldn’t be bothered to care. There seemed to be a construction worker jackhammering into my skull with every step I took. I reached the dining table and found that Warren didn’t look much better. For the first time, he wore a pair of men’s satin pajamas and not a suit. If I had been of sound mind, I would have cracked a joke, but all humor and wit had left me with the last bout of dry heaves.  
“You look like shit,” I said while assessing him through one eye. The other eye had a piercing nail ripping through my cornea every time the light touched it. Keeping it closed worked best. 
Warren’s bloodshot eyes looked me over from the rumpled pj’s to the top of the rat’s nest that I once considered a great head of hair. Not now. Now I couldn’t even run a comb through it. When I tried, the strands felt as though tiny little hair gnomes were tugging on each strand individually trying to separate them from the root. It was a no-go zone until after I dumped a healthy dose of conditioner on it. 
“Takes one to know one,” Warren grated through his teeth while placing a hand to his temples. “Christ, how much did we drink?” 
“Um, I’m going to go with more than our fair share.” 
Kathleen entered with plates loaded with bacon, sausage, and biscuits and gravy. This was the hangover food for any true drinking champion. I wanted to bow down and kiss her heel-clad feet. 
“I so love you.” I looked at her like she was the second coming. 
She petted my head like I was a faithful pet. “I know, dear. You told me several times last night while you promised you didn’t have a threesome with Warren, the Canadian, and...what was the last one…oh yes, the prego.” 
Warren choked on his coffee, and I groaned. “Sorry about that. I was way over my limit. As in, at least five shots over the threshold.” 
“You also kept talking about James.” 
“Our driver?” Warren asked.
“Yes, dear. You said he was hot, nice, and had a mean wife who rocked his world.” Her lips turned up into that small smile I’d grown to love. 
I shoveled in a huge bite of biscuits lathered in gravy then pointed my fork at her. “That part is true. He admitted that!” 
They both laughed and we settled in to eat. Warren and I both groveled like the useless drunkards we were last night. It was by far one of the strangest breakfasts I’d had in a long time. After that, I hit the shower and went back to bed to sleep off the whiskey. 


 



Chapter 7 
 
A tickling sensation sprinkled along my ankle then up my calf as though someone was running just their fingertips along the bare skin. I rolled over, and there he was in all his sun-kissed glory. The light hit his shaggy blonde hair. And his eyes, oh good Lord, his eyes shone like perfect pools of cerulean blue. Everything he didn’t say aloud could be seen so clearly in the bottomless depths. I wanted to look into those eyes for eternity. 
“You’re here,” I whispered. 
“I’m always here,” he trailed a calloused finger over my chest where my heart lay beating from within. His touch was like a match, igniting and setting off an explosion within that burned far too bright to contain. 
In a blur of limbs, he had me straddling his trim waist and his mouth was on mine. He tasted of the earth, the ocean, and all things beautiful. I nipped, sucked, and licked at his skin as though I’d never get another taste. 
“Wes,” I said against his lips, my mouth hovering. 
“Mia.” His lips moved lightly against mine as he spoke. 
That was all that needed to be said. Our bodies moved over one another instinctively. Hands trailed over heated flesh. In a whoosh of fabric, my nightgown was up and over my head, leaving me in nothing but a pair of sodden panties. Muscled arms lifted me up until I was hovering over him on my knees, his head so close to the space I wanted him more than anything. I didn’t wait long. Wes lifted up his head and covered my sex, panties and all, putting that talented mouth to work. It seemed as if he had radar on my clit because his eyes were closed, and when he pushed the bit of fabric to the side, his tongue was all over my O-trigger, flicking the swollen, aching knot of need until I was fucking the air. I grappled for the headboard, my fingers digging into the fine wood as I arched into his mouth, grinding wet flesh all over his face. It only made him hungrier. Wes liked it went I lost control. 
“More,” I cried out. 
“You’ll get what I give you…and it’s going to be plenty. Widen those legs sweetheart, I want to taste you deep.” Wes growled and sunk his teeth into the fleshy patch at the top of my thigh as he tugged on the thin strings of my panties until the fabric seemed to disintegrate. I howled, my hips jutting forward as I followed his command. Within moments, his mouth was all over me. 
Ravaging.
Devouring. 
Claiming. 
Each and every time with Wes was unlike the last. Between the two of us, we lost ourselves in one another so much so that there was only one body consisting of two souls. 
The ticking sensation tingled against my hip in a swirling, circular pattern. 
I twitched and inhaled, my mind trying to bring something to the surface. 
A strong hand slid along my ribs, over my breast, taking hold of the back of my neck. “Come back to me, baby. I’m right here,” Wes pulled me down while he pressed up, dragging his muscular chest along mine until the tips of my nipples ached and throbbed. His mouth covered one rosy cap. Bursts of pleasure spiraled out and along every nerve. A fresh wave of arousal coated the heart of my sex, readying for the ride of a lifetime. I wanted him. I needed him to fill my body and my soul with his essence. 
Wes leaned me back, licking his way from one breast to give attention to the other. He flicked just the tip of his tongue against the tight bud. It tightened and darkened, from a pale dusky pink to a deeper hue. He encased as much of my breast as he could, kneading the heavy tissue surrounding it for good measure. Definitely a breast man, he worshipped the twins like two goddesses to bow down to and he did, often. 
Time seemed to pass and I looked around, the room no longer familiar. The edges were blurred and hazy. 
“Hey…I’m right here. Stay with me. Let me love you.” 
I shook my head. The tickling sensation crawled up my spine and niggled at the edges of consciousness. 
“I don’t know how,” I whispered admitting my biggest fear, tears pooling in my eyes. 
“I’ll show you,” he lined up his cock with my center and entered me, inch by glorious inch until I arched back, laid my hands on his chest and let the connection bind us. “That’s it, just go with it.” 
Rocking my hips, I slid up on my knees and then took him back into my body. Again and again. I watched as he closed his eyes, though I wished he hadn’t. Those eyes tethered me to him, had a hold on me, but when they weren’t there, things changed. 
I picked up the pace, roughly jolting up and slamming back down. He groaned and moaned. The room spun as pleasure peaked and I lost my breath, panting hard, riding him savagely. I cried out and opened my eyes. Everything was a blur as the ecstasy ebbed and flowed, searing through my body on a wave so big I knew it would end me. End the passion, the pleasure, the…the dream. 
The tingling sensation warped into a warm hand sliding up and down my back, but it wasn’t Wes’s. Pleasure spiked hard between my legs and Wes’s body bowed, his hands holding my hips in place as he ground into me. I came, hard, bouncing on his cock as he bathed my womb with his seed. 
“I miss you.” I whispered against his lips, sucking each one separately. 
His eyes flew open. “Don’t go. I need you.” He said at the same time I heard another’s voice. 
 
“Wake up, Mia.” Then I felt a hand curve around my bare breast. Again, it wasn’t Wes’s. 
Wes shook his head. “Remember me.” 
Then I opened my eyes and no longer was I naked and on top of Wes. No, I was still very naked, but this time a cold hand covered my breast, rhythmically squeezing as the other hand slid down my torso and to the thin thatch of hair between my legs. 
“Mmm, I like this. Very sexy,” the low tone hit my ears. A heavy body weighed me down. The smell of apples and leather permeated the air. I pressed hard into a wall of the finest fabric. 
Aaron lifted up, his eyes nothing but dark ponds of lust. “You’re awake.” He grinned wide and stood. I gripped the sheet and tugged it over my chest. 
“What are you doing here and why the fuck were you touching me?” 
Aaron rotated his shoulders, letting his suit jacket slip off his shoulders. Then he folded it and set it neatly on the bench at the foot of the bed. The rational side of my mind wasn’t working properly after a night of drinking and a dream involving making love to Wes. 
“Don’t act like you weren’t enjoying it.” His tone was a sneer. “I heard you moaning, sighing, licking those sweet lips”—he tugged the knot of his tie and loosened it—“rubbing your legs together wantonly as if you were ready to be taken. I have to admit it was enticing as hell.” Tie removed, he set it on his jacket and then proceeded to open the buttons of his shirt. 
I blinked a few times trying to clear the cobwebs. “What are you doing?” His shirt lay open, exposing a broad chest, chiseled abs, and a smattering of hair. If I wasn’t so confused about what was going on, and half asleep—not to mention the double dose of hangover I had going—I’d have reacted much more quickly. 
With his shirt open wide, he placed a knee on the bed and my eyes widened. “I had a meeting to attend to with Father, but he was busy. Needed a few minutes. He continued to crawl along the bed. “Thought I’d be a good son and check in on our guest.” Aaron caged me in, arms on each side of my hips. “To my delight, you were thrashing around in bed, naked, clearly needing something to assuage the tension I could plainly see in your body.” He ran a finger along my arm, from my shoulder to my wrist, where I still held the sheet, and I shivered but not in excitement.
“Aaron“—my voice shook and his eyes narrowed—“I’m not feeling well. Your father and I drank too much last night. I need to sleep it off. You shouldn’t have come in my room without knocking.” 
He leaned close and ran his nose along my hairline inhaling my scent. Goosebumps rose along each pore and the warning bells blared loudly. “I knocked. You didn’t answer.” 
“Because I was asleep.” 
“I know, but now you’re not. Now you’re very much awake and very naked. I think we should do something about that.” His lips came down and pressed into the skin of my neck. “Mmm, you taste sweet. Like pure honey.” 
Pure honey. 
I swallowed hard as the vomit rose from my gut and up my esophagus. If he didn’t move I’d throw up on him, which would serve him right for the stunt he’d pulled. I pushed hard against his chest, falling out of the bed where I barely reached the trash can next to the desk and threw up my breakfast. 
“Jesus, you really are sick.” Disgust was thick in his tone. 
He didn’t even try to assist me as I heaved into the can, gagging and coughing. I heard the sound of clothes rustling and I could only hope he was putting his back on. 
“Kathleen!” Aaron bellowed. “Kathleen, come here. Mia’s sick.” He continued to holler, the noise piercing my already tender brain. 
A clacking noise started out far away and then got closer as Kathleen, in her prim heels, rushed into the room. “Oh goodness gracious. Mia, you poor dear.” 
Her cool hands on my back were comforting and welcome. Quite the opposite of the way Aaron had touched me, uninvited. 
“Handle her. I’ll be with Father. Until next time, Mia.” He said coolly leaving the room. I gagged again. After several minutes of dry heaves, Kathleen helped me up and into the shower. 
“Sweet girl. I’m worried you’ve got alcohol poisoning. Perhaps I should take you to acute care.” 
I shook my head. “I don’t have medical coverage.” Actually, I might have coverage now that I worked for my Aunt Millie. I’d have to check. Either way, I was not going to the hospital from drinking too much. “It’s okay. Sleep, water, and food is what’s going to fix this problem. That and not drinking again for another decade.” 
She smiled shyly. “Okay dear. Let’s get you settled.” 
Kathleen helped me put on a pair of yoga pants. I insisted on a sports bra this time and a t-shirt. That was the last time I’d sleep naked in this house. 
“What was Aaron doing in your room while you were naked and throwing up in the wastebasket?” Kathleen asked softly. Not even a hint of judgement appeared in her tone. 
I swallowed and sighed. “I don’t know. I think he likes me or whatever. But honestly, he was inappropriate. Touching me while I was asleep; it was creepy.” A shiver accompanied the memory.
Her eyes widened, and I knew instantly that I should have kept my mouth shut. A blush rose up from her chest, carrying on to her neck and over her face. Her brow furrowed and her eyes squinted into little slits. The skin around her lips turned white as she snarled. “He touched you while you were sleeping?” 
“Um, not the way you’re thinking.” Well, technically yes, the way she was thinking was accurate, but it wasn’t enough of a something for me to do anything about it. 
“That’s sexual assault. His father is going to go berserk!” Her tone was so sharp I swear it could cut glass. 
I shook my head and placed my hands on her shoulders. “It’s okay. I’m fine. He was a little inappropriate, yes, but we’d been flirty the last couple times we’d seen each other. I handled it. Everything is fine. There is no need to make a big deal out of this. It won’t happen again.” 
Her eyes were glacial, hard. “Mia—” she started, but I stopped her. 
“No, Kathleen. I’ve got this. I shouldn’t have said anything. I took care of it, nothing to worry about.” Only that was a lie as well, but something I’d rectify as soon as I was feeling better and had a moment with the younger Shipley. 
She took a deep breath and her shoulders fell. “Are you sure? Warren would never stand for a man touching a woman without an expressed invitation.” 
I nodded quickly. “I know and I get it. I think it was implied before, and he may have reacted on it at the wrong time. That’s all. No harm done. I’m okay, and I’ll talk to him.” I got close to her face making sure she saw the sincerity in my eyes. “I’ll handle this, okay?” 
With a tip to her head and a slow breath, she pulled me into a hug. “Okay. Just let me know if you need anything. Anything at all.“ She patted my back as though I was one of her children. I wondered if she had children of her own, but figured I’d ask her later when things weren’t so heavy. 
“I will.” I squeezed her thin frame tightly, enjoying the motherly feel of her. 
When she left me to my own devices, and after cleaning up the mess I’d made, I sat on the bed and put my head in my hands. How far would that have gone? Would he have really taken advantage of me? The entire scenario played out in my mind as if I had a rewind and fast forward button. If I hadn’t been sick, would he have stopped? I abolished the thoughts. Going there was going to bring nothing but heartache and self-doubt. When I had a chance, I’d talk to Aaron. Tell him how inappropriate he was and make it clear that whatever there may have been between us, the attraction or whatever, it was completely gone now, with no hope of ever coming back. 
Now what the hell do I make of the dream about Wes? It had to be because of the sexting we’d done last week and the booze doing strange things to my subconscious. Right? The dream was so real. I could still feel the flutters of excitement when thinking back to the things we did. 
Groaning, I pulled out my phone and dialed my girl. 
“Ugh, do you have telepathy or something?” she groaned into the phone. 
“What’s the matter?” I asked, becoming more alert now than I’d been all day. Gin didn’t do the whole woe-is-me thing like other people. If she was unhappy, she told it like it was, and she definitely didn’t stew in it for any given length of time. 
Ginelle paused and then clucked her tongue. “I was just sitting here flicking an unlit cigarette telling myself not to light it.” I knew that tone. Regret. 
I closed my eyes. “Gin, babe, it’s been how long now?” 
“Three months, two weeks and two days.” She rattled off the numbers as if she’d really been focused on every single day of being smoke free, the same way an alcoholic does of their sobriety. 
“And you’re doing so well. Don’t do it. You’ve been so happy not smoking and remember that peanut butter cup you texted me about? The one that you ate and felt like you tasted for the very first time now that your taste buds weren’t destroyed from the cancer stick?” 
A heavy sigh filled the receiver. “Yeah, that was really tasty. I still can’t believe how good it was. I mean, who isn’t a fan of Reese’s Peanut Butter Cups? They’re like the most perfect food in the entire world…” 
“True.” 
“...and it was as if I’d never tasted anything so good. Smoking kills your taste buds,” she said matter of fact.
“And remember, hot guys do not want to fuck chicks that smoke.” That was my ace in the hole. Gin had hot-guy-itis and wouldn’t dare risk messing up her chance with sexy men. 
A long, drawn out groan hit my eardrums. Then I heard the sound of gravel crunching off in the distance. 
“What was that?” I asked. 
“That was me destroying that ciggy. I can’t believe I almost fucked up hot guy kisses. You really are my best friend.” 
I tipped my head to the side and smiled. “Hey, someone has to protect you and ensure you’re still gettin’ it from the sexier sex.” 
“I guess I’m just missing you, missing Maddy.” 
Concern slipped through my tone. “What’s going on?” 
“Now that Maddy’s got Matt she doesn’t want to hang out. You’re gone, and the girls in the show are just catty bitches. I don’t know…” Her voice sounded really sad and downtrodden. “It was like I had the best time in Hawaii with the two of you. Then you went off to DC to hang out with an old dude, Maddy went back to her guy, and I’m stuck with the dicks who drool over the show.” 
“You’re lonely?” 
After a long pause she relented. “Yeah, I guess so. It’s been a long year. When you left to go to Cali, I thought I could handle it because I planned on coming out eventually, but I don’t know, sometimes I wonder if I’ll ever leave Vegas.” 
“You will, babe, if you want to. How about this? When I finish this year, no matter where I go, I’ll scoop you up and take you with me.”
“Even if you choose to be with a guy?” 
I laughed out loud. “Yes, even then. We don’t have to live in the same house do we?” 
“I don’t want to share a bathroom with your filthy ass. You’re a goddamned slob. I can’t imagine anyone wanting to live with you.” 
That’s why the man I’m with will need a housekeeper. Gail will handle that problem. 
“Fuck…” I swore realizing where my thoughts went. 
“What?” This time her tone was concerned. 
I closed my eyes, deciding if I wanted to admit what had been running through my mind. Shit. Ginelle was my best friend. She was the only one I could tell and would set me straight. “When you said that about the bathroom thing…”
“Not sorry. That shit is totally true.” 
“I know it is. When you said that, I thought about how Wes has Gail and she cleans the house so I wouldn’t have to worry about a clean bathroom.” 
Her gasp was loud. “No you didn’t just go there. How the fuck are you going to get through the rest of the year if you’re thinking like that?” 
I groaned and ran my hand through my hair. “I know and it’s worse.” 
“Whaaaaat?” she said, long and drawn out. “Lay it out there. Come on.” 
“We sexted last week and then I had a crazy sex dream about him.” I said this really fast as though if I said it fast it couldn’t burn me. 
“Really? Sexting? Huh. Can you send me the thread?” 
Seriously? I’m bearing my soul here, and she wants to see the texts? “Are you fucking kidding me? Hello…BFF, be one!” 
“Oh yeah, okay okay. Sorry, I got sidetracked. That’s hot shit. Anyway, for realz this time. Did you like doing it?” 
“Yeah but that’s not the point.” 
“No, but was it fun?” she continued. 
“Yeah, I think we both had a good time.” 
“And was the dream fun?” 
I laughed and answered honestly. “Yeah.” Of course it was, until I woke up. I wasn’t about to tell Gin that part though. She’d lose her mind, overcharge her credit card to come here and kick some politician ass. 
“Do you feel like you owe him something? Like your loyalty?” I thought about that until she added, “Is he going to stop seeing the actress?” 
“No, he’s not. Not that I know of anyway.” Just hearing Gin mention her felt like a stake in my heart. A bout of anger prickled along my hairline, forcing my blood to heat.
“But end of story is, you had a good time with him?” 
“Yeah.” I admitted not sure where she was going with this. 
“Then why does it have to be anything other than that? Just a bit of fun. Didn’t you tell me you learned that in Hawaii with Tai?” 
My bestie had a point. A really excellent one. Even Wes said to let it be what it was. Enjoy what we had. Remember how good it was. And boy, had it been good. 
“No, you’re onto something. I’m just having trouble keeping it all separate. It’s like when I’m with a guy, I’m one hundred percent with him, and when I’m not, I’m not. But with Wes, it’s just…there’s always something there, haunting me.” 
“You love him,” Ginelle said simply stating what she saw as fact. 
Instantly, panic sheared through my body and my subconscious. Even the air around me felt charged with a nervous fear. Not being able to respond, I took the coward’s way out. “Gin, babe, I gotta go. The boss is calling for me. I love you, skank. I’ll call soon. Bye!”
My fingers shook as I pressed the “End” button. 


 



Chapter 8
 
I thought long and hard about what Ginelle had said on the phone today. Did I love Wes? Of course, I had very strong feelings for him. More so than I’d ever admit to him, but I was leery to call it love. With Alec, Mason, Tony, Hector, and even Tai, those three words, ‘I love you’, slipped so easily out of my mouth but not with Wes. Why? What was holding me back? I think somewhere deep down, I knew that if I said the words, the feelings of hope and loyalty would build. I wouldn’t be able to move on to new experiences, finish off the year with a new guy every month, and pay off Pops’ debt. 
Even though there was something there between Wes and me, there was no way in hell I’d confirm it. Putting words to what we had would destroy us, or at the other end of the spectrum, it could very well bring us closer. Either way, my fate would be sealed and with six more months of earning the money to pay the debt, I didn’t have the liberty of making that type of decision unless I wanted Wes to bail me out. 
No matter how much Wes wanted to pay off my father’s debt, I knew I’d regret it for the rest of my life. I’d be beholden to him. And what if we didn’t work out? Then he’d have paid a million dollars—well, five hundred thousand now—for me and my family to be free, and I just walked? I’d owe him with no way possible to pay that kind of money back. Aunt Millie gave me this opportunity to fix the wrongs that my father made and the guilt I had over ever introducing Pops to Blaine. I had to take this opportunity for what it was and recommit to my decision. 
Mia Saunders was an escort. I’d be an escort for another six months, I’d pay off my father’s debt to the prick of an ex, make sure my baby sister was still happy with Mathew, and then I’d decide what there was left for me. 
Resolve firmly in place, I went over to my closet and scanned the contents. A slinky gold number caught my eye. It would be perfect for the huge charity event tonight. Warren had us flying into New York and staying over for a few days so he could meet with some big wigs and talk shop about his project. Shipley, Inc. also had a base in NYC, making the trip even easier. I’d been to New York with Mason on business but still, I was pretty stoked. I only had a little over a week left with the Shipleys and I was off to my next location. Which reminded me that I hadn’t heard from Aunt Millie. 
Instead of waiting for her call, I decided I’d give her a ring this time. I punched in her number while pulling clothes from the closet and setting them on the bed. Kathleen told me to lay out the items I’d planned to take and she’d make sure everything was handled. The way she spoke, it sounded as though she wouldn’t be taking the trip with us. Not sure why that was. I’d have to ask Warren about it. He’d been opening up to me a bit more since we had our drunken celebratory evening when we landed the Benoit assistance in Canada. 
“Exquisite Escorts, Ms. Milan’s office, Stephanie speaking. How may I help you?” a perky voice answered. I rolled my eyes. Every time I heard my Aunt’s fake name it gave credence to how very fake the entire business was. Don’t get me wrong. I was very thankful for the opportunity to make the cash I’d made and pay off Pop’s debt, but it’s not something I would have chosen if we weren’t in dire need of making a lot of money in a small amount of time. 
“Hello, Stephanie. It’s Mia, Millie’s niece. Is she there?” 
“Millie? Who’s that?” 
I sighed and smacked my head up against the palm of my hand. “I apologize, Millie is a nickname I use for my Auntie, Ms. Milan.” I lied. 
“Oh! Okay, how fun. Let me ring her.” Her chirpy voice grated on my overtired nerves. If I could, I’d rip that singsong birdie from her throat and set that sucker free. “Ms. Milan will speak to you.” She said when she came back on the line.
I wanted to say, “Duh, I’m her family,” but instead held back my snark ending with, “Thank you, Stephanie.” 
“No problem at all!” she giggled, and the line buzzed before the sultry voice of my auntie came online. 
“Mia doll-face, how’s my favorite niece and escort?” 
My eyebrows rose on their own accord. “Now I’m your favorite client?” 
“Yes, darling. Of course you are. We are making a mint off your little month-long jaunts. Makes me wish we’d planned them for two week intervals and charged seventy-five a pop.” 
I’m going to bet that my eyes popped out of my head the way those wacky stress balls do. You squeeze the body and the eyes darted out garishly. “Really?”
“Yep. Not only are you booked for the rest of the year, I now have a waiting list with a backlog of six gentleman that would like to take any of your months if we receive a cancellation.” 
It took a few slow blinks and a moment for my brain to catch up with what she’d shared. “That’s crazy. I can’t imagine one wanting my company for a hundred K let alone six on a waiting list. Wild.” 
“Hmm. Just proves that good company is hard to find. Especially with the special ability to not only help business, but know their place and look exceptional doing it. How is our nation’s capital treating you?” 
I sat down next to the clothes I’d gathered and fingered a few of the threads. They really were quite extraordinary, made with the finest quality fabrics and tailored to fit me perfectly. Each piece looked incredible and gave me a feeling of confidence that I didn’t feel while duded up in sweats and a t-shirt. There was something to be said about dressing for the job you want not the job you had. 
“Fine. Warren is happy, I think.” 
“Oh, he is. Very much so. Received your fee a week in advance with an extra twenty-five thousand. Is there something I should know about?” 
“What the fuck?” That baffled me. There was no reason he should have sent an extra twenty-five thousand. “We didn’t sleep together. I have no idea why he sent it. Maybe it was a mistake?” 
A bunch of clacking noises could be heard in the background as I gripped the cellphone so hard in my hand it ached where the side dug into my palm. “Nope. Ah here we go. It’s a bonus.” 
“A bonus? I don’t get it.” 
“The fine print does state that if the client is exceptionally happy and wants to send additional monies by way of a bonus for services rendered they may.” She laughed. “Usually that’s how we track the money you receive when you have relations with them but he clearly states in his email that the extra is to be given to you because of some account you single-handedly secured.” 
“The Benoits,” I whispered. 
“What’s that, dear?” 
“Oh, I...um...hit it off with one of the young wives. The woman got her husband to agree to the use of something that my client really needed in order for his project to be successful. I didn’t know it was so important that he’d send me a twenty-five thousand dollar bonus.” 
Immediately, I knew exactly what a huge chunk of that money was going toward. My baby sister’s wedding to her dream man. I’d save at least ten or fifteen of it and make sure she’d get the wedding of a lifetime, paid for by her own family, not his. The Rains were amazing people and obviously loved the idea of adding my sister to their growing family, but she was my sister. My responsibility until that ring was on her finger. I couldn’t wait to tell her! 
“Anyway, doll-face you’re going to get a kick out of your next client.” 
I crossed my fingers. “Please tell me he’s a hottie and somewhere warm?” 
“Oh honey, only a picture is going to do justice. Emailing now.” I heard the sound of her nails hitting the keys again. “His name is Anton Santiago but get this…he goes by Latin Lov-ah.” She snickered and must have tried to cover her mouth because the noise turned muffled. 
“Latin Lov-ah? Why the hell would he go by that name?” 
“Did you pull up the image?” 
Looking at the display, I hit speaker. “Okay, you’re on speaker; let me check my email.” I clicked a few buttons and brought up my Gmail account and clicked on her message. A picture filled the screen. You know how people say that a picture is worth a thousand words? Right then, no truer words had ever been spoken. “Oh my, lickable Latino. That’s my client? Isn’t he…” 
“A famous hip-hop artist, yes,” she said bluntly, but it really didn’t resonate. I was too busy mentally licking my cellphone screen. 
The image was a svelte man wearing sagging black jeans that showed a solid inch wide bit of fabric that was obviously his underwear. The stark red band with black writing that said “M&S” which I now knew was Mark & Spencer fashion out of the UK. Hector, my BFF—Boy Friend Forever as he claimed it meant—taught me enough about the designers to get by. The lovely cotton hugged Anton’s enticingly trim waistline. I traveled up the stairway of one helluva cut abdomen that was slick with sweat up to the pair of square outlines that boasted seriously tight pecs. His neck was corded as he leaned up against what seemed to be a push-up bar. His wrists were wrapped in that white tape that boxers used to protect their wrists as he gripped the bar. 
All of this was absolutely delicious, but nothing prepared me for the face. Angels could have wept at a face like that. Mocha-colored skin with fierce black hair and pale hazel eyes stared back at me. The eye color was a cross between green and brown but light enough against that dark skin to stand out as uniquely as my own. And I wasn’t being conceited. I’d heard my eyes were incredible since birth. If I’m out and about, I’m told every day by random strangers how amazing, or cool, or neat they thought the pale green color was. This guy, my next client, Mr. Latin Lov-ah himself, had eyes that dazzled. 
I took in the pic in its entirety. A gold, bulky necklace hung around his neck with a chunky heart layered with diamonds covering its surface sat at his sternum. On anyone else it would have been gaudy or tacky. On him, it added character and fit the persona of the heartthrob Latin lover he claimed to be. A pair of pouty, cherub-like lips formed a sexy smirk, and I knew just from this one picture that I intended to get me some of that. 
“Day-um,” I said in my best Latina accent. 
Millie cackled. “Figured you’d like that. Am I forgiven for the oldie but goodie?” she asked referring to Warren, my sixty-five year old client. 
“Oh yeah, big time.” 
“Good, I’ll send the details and make the arrangements. You’ll be headed to Miami, Florida for this gig.” Miami? I held back the woot woot. “Was there anything else?” Millie asked.
“Oh yeah, one more thing. Why is he hiring me?” 
The line went very quiet. I let myself fall back onto the bed. “Auntie…” 
“He wants you to be the lead in his new video. Some single he’s releasing later this year.” 
“A video? As in a music video? Like where I’ll have to dance and act?” The acting part wasn’t so bad. At least it was closer to what I had originally planned on doing with my life. 
“Yes, darling. You’ll do whatever they want. I don’t know. Look hot, pretend to love Mr. Love-ah, dance, you know, whatever the youngsters like seeing nowadays.” 
A noise like a cat dying escaped my lungs. “Auntie, I don’t dance.” 
She smacked her lips. “Well, I guess they’ll teach you, won’t they. He wants you. Saw your art from the Love on Canvas campaign, apparently bought one of the pieces. When he saw the Hawaiian campaign come out and the pics of you with Weston Channing and Mason Murphy in the smut mags he said you were his ideal flame for the shoot. Whatever that meant.” 
I shook my head and blew a loud breath, the force expanding my cheeks with the effort. “Okay, I guess I’ll just see what happens. Miami sounds fun though.” 
“Glad you think so, doll-face. I need to go, I have a client waiting.” 
“Okay, but oh crap! One more thing: Maddy’s engaged.” 
“Excuse me? I just sent the girl a present for her twentieth birthday. A gift card to Starbucks that should keep her in coffee for the year. What do you mean, she’s engaged?” He tone was a tad hostile and I understood why. Aunt Millie did not believe in the sanctity of marriage. Hell, I wasn’t sure I believed in it after what my parents and Aunt Millie had gone through. 
“Says she’s in love with the guy. Just moved in with him, too. I’ve met the guy and the family. They’re really nice…uh, normal even. Very much a perfect TV family.” 
“Those are the ones that are the most fucked up.” She cursed which she didn’t often do. 
“I know, but I got a really good feeling. Besides, they are going to finish their bachelor’s then get married in a couple years.” 
Millie huffed loudly, sounding very put out by the news. “Unless she gets pregnant first. Then her dream of being a scientist and all the work you’ve put into paying for her schooling is gone. Poof. Disappeared in the blink of an eye and replaced with a snotty, shitting, crying ball of flesh that ties you down for the rest of your life.” 
“Wow, tell me how you really feel.” I threw back trying to lighten the heaviness that had taken over the conversation. 
“I feel she’s too young to be committing to some college prick with a loaded dick.” 
I pursed my lips and thought about the best way to approach this. “I’ll make sure she’s taking care of the baby factor and that the doors are firmly locked down. But they really are waiting for a couple more years. The moving in together bit, I can’t help but be relieved about.” 
“If it’s about money, I’ll send her whatever she needs to get through the year.” 
“It’s not about money, Auntie. It’s about her being in love and feeling safe. The neighborhood is not the best and she’s all alone in Pops’ house. Ginelle drives by the house, but like you said, she’s young, and of course beautiful and naïve. I don’t want her getting hurt. If playing house with her fiancé is going to keep her safe, I’m all for it.” 
Aunt Millie inhaled audibly, her breath sounding even more ragged then before. “Fine. I just worry about her.” 
“Me too, but it’s all good. I’ll keep you posted.” 
“Please do.” 
“Love you, Aunt Millie.” 
“I love you, too, my darling girl.” And the line went dead. 
Well, fuck me running; that was an incredibly uncomfortable call I hadn’t anticipated. Of course, the highlight was the sexy Latin Lov-ah. I made a mental note to download some of his songs on my iPod so I could listen on the plane and get up to date with his tunes before I became the face of his next music video love interest. The only problem is that this white girl cannot dance. I didn’t even know what the hell people were talking about when they said, ‘raise the roof’, or ‘drop it like it’s hot’. One song I shimmied with said something about, “She hit the floor…next thing you know…shorty got low, low, low, low, low.” Why was it sexy to smack the floor and get low? Did the woman sit, or kneel? I guess kneeling could be sexy if the girl was mimicking giving head, but I couldn’t imagine that would be a popular dance move. 
Oh well. Perhaps I’d look up some of his videos on YouTube so I could hit the floor and get low without embarrassing myself. 
 
***
 
 Once my things were laid out on the bed, I took a trek through the enormous mansion in search of Kathleen or Warren. I found Warren first in his office. Lightly, I knocked on the door, not wanting to be too disruptive. 
“Come in.” His grumble came through the hard wood door. 
I entered and he looked up, and stopped whatever he was writing. “Are you ready to fly out tonight?” 
“Yep. Hey, I had a question if you don’t mind me asking.” 
His bushy brows rose. He gestured for me to sit in the chair opposite his desk. “Is Kathleen coming along on the trip?” 
He shook his head. “No, why?” 
This time my eyebrows rose. “I guess I just find it odd that you aren’t taking your girlfriend with you.” 
He set down his pen and clasped his hands into a steeple, resting his chin on his fingertips. “Frankly, it never dawned on me that she would be interested in going.” 
“When was the last time she took a vacation?” 
Warren’s gaze drifted over to the window as he thought about it. “I can’t say that I recall.” 
“And, when was the last time you took her out to dinner.” 
His head jerked back. “Dinner? She makes dinner for me. It’s part of her job. Why ever would I take her out to eat?” 
I closed my eyes, exhaled slowly, and counted to ten. “Warren, this is going to sound harsh, but it’s for your own good, and I think you can handle it.” As his eyes slanted, a line appeared at the top of his nose. Clearly, he was distressed. “You are not treating her well.” 
His shocked expression surprised me. This couldn’t be news to him. “I beg to differ. Kathleen has run of the house, sleeps by my side every night, buys the finest flowers, food…” 
“That’s all for you!” My tone came out biting and he opened his mouth then closed it again. “I’m sorry.” I leaned forward and put my hand over his. “Warren, you’re keeping her locked in this house as your staff, not your girlfriend. You don’t take her on dates, buy her flowers.” He opened his mouth to speak, but I cut him off. “You let her buy flowers for the house. That’s not the same as a man who cares about you bringing you a bouquet he picked out or sending you some himself.” 
He leaned back in his chair. “Go on. You obviously have more to say. Say it.” 
I licked my lips. “The woman loves you. Would do anything for you, yet you keep her here as if she’s a secret you’re embarrassed about.” 
His entire face got red. “Did she say that?” 
I shook my head. “Not in so many words, but that’s the gist I got. You come home to her every day; you let her serve your meals, don’t eat with her, and expect her to lay down with you every night and just be okay with it?” 
“I...I…huh, I believe you have me at a disadvantage, dear one. I’m not even sure how to respond to that.” He ran a hand through his salt and pepper locks. 
“It’s just I see the way you look at her. You’re in love with her, right?” 
Without even hesitating, he responded. “Of course, I love her. I have for years; I would never be unfaithful to her.” 
“Then why are you parading me around like your little tart when you have a beautiful woman who would love to play dress-up and stand by your side if only to give you support. And furthermore, take her out on a date. Buy her a present. Get her some flowers, even if you pick them from the gardens.” I pointed out the window to the green landscape beyond. “Tell your son about her. Stop hiding her in the dark. She wants nothing more than to be with you, really be with you in all the ways that matter most.” 
Warren nodded and glanced out the window, his mind obviously now on something else. I could only hope he’d consider what I’d said and make some moves. Faith was all it took, and I had faith that he’d make the right decision. 
I stood up and moved to leave. “Mia?” The hairs on my neck tingled and I hoped he wasn’t about to filet me for being incredibly intrusive about his love life. 
Turning around, I faced him. A soft smile slid across his handsome face. “Thank you for being bold enough to put an old man in his place.” 
That earned him a huge grin. “Of course.” 
“When you see Kathleen, ask her to come to me.” 
“I’m pretty sure she’d have no problem with that.” I winked and then skipped out of his office to find his girl. Things were about to change in the Shipley household, definitely for the better. 
 
 



Chapter 9 
 
New York City was everything I’d ever dreamed of and more. The city was teeming with people, lights, towering buildings, and the best part…diversity. Every nationality, color, creed, ethnicity were all represented in one giant melting pot of mankind. I loved it. Every blessed second of the noise, the grit, the bodies pressing and pushing, weaving like mice in a maze trying to get to the other side of wherever they were going felt like an experience. A part of my life I’d not be able to forget if I tried. There was too much life to be had and seen in a place this vibrant. 
“Mia honey, are you coming?” Kathleen asked, holding open the door to one seriously fancy hotel. The Four Seasons was known for its ostentatious price tag that only celebrities and one-percenters could afford. Looking out over this incredible city, seeing it through newborn eyes, I was in love. I didn’t care that I was riding my clients coat tails, serving as an escort, looked at by this group as a gold-digging whore. Not a care in the world. In that moment, I felt nothing but blessed that I’d gotten the opportunity to experience something I might not ever have had otherwise. 
“Yeah,” I whispered, eyes still glued to the spectacle of square shapes piercing the sky with their flat and pointy tops. Unique, carved out architecture gave every building an intricate feel, making them each one of a kind in a long line of smashed together structures. 
A hand closed around my bicep and tugged. “Come on city girl, the view from our suite on the fiftieth floor will blow you away.” 
My eyes widened. “Were staying on the fiftieth floor?” 
She chuckled. “Yep.” 
“How many floors are there?” I asked, craning my neck to view the top of the building. It wasn’t the widest only showing four windows across but it had a charm to it. The architect definitely spent some time on the design, making it seem more special. It’s lines weren’t hard, they had a curved bull nosed edge feel with a step-up approach from the bottom level to the top. 
“Fifty-two. Warren wasn’t happy that we didn’t secure the penthouse, so don’t mention it.” Like the thought would have popped into my head. “A few of the other men going to the event secured the two top floors for their parties,” she continued to explain while pulling me into the opulent lobby. 
My heels clacked loudly against the marble floor. The dark marble was cut into a spider web-like design with wide grout lines that were surprisingly white. You’d think something like that would get dirty, especially in a town where people were coming and going and the weather could be unpredictable. White stone columns dotted the space as a bellman led us through to the elevator. Warren had already taken care of check-in and was waiting for us at the luggage cart when Kathleen dragged me along. 
Once inside the suite, I about swallowed my tongue. I’d never seen a room so beautiful. 
“I take it the accommodations are to your liking, Ms. Saunders?” Warren asked, amusement evident in his tone. 
There weren’t words. Shock overtook my ability to speak. Instead of responding, I just nodded and took in our surroundings. White, cream, and gold were the prevailing colors, giving the space an ethereal yet comforting feel. As if a person could sit down and stay awhile…maybe forever. Windows surrounded most of the room, allowing an open view of the city in all its grandeur. 
The room was nothing but utter brilliance. A shiny black piano sat in a corner as if waiting for a willing body to tickle its ivories. It made me wish I had a musical bone. I didn’t. Technically, I could carry a tune. Most actors could, and I was no exception, but it wasn’t as though I had a gift or anything. That pretty much summed me up in a nutshell. Jill of all trades, mediocre at best, gifted at nothing. 
Kathleen flitted around the room, oohing and aahing adoringly, clinging to Warren’s arm. Whatever relationship they’d had over the last several years was finally being brought out into the open. Kathleen literally beamed with joy. It seemed to burst out of every single pore. 
Where that left me, I didn’t know and really didn’t care. As long as the two of them were happy and moving forward, and I still received my fee, things were golden as far as I was concerned. Though it definitely put a damper on what my position at tomorrow’s charity event and future dinners meant. Did I still pretend to be his arm-candy, friend, and date? Would he take Kathleen along? 
All these questions were instantly forgotten when I entered the bathroom. Talk about lush. Promptly, I walked into the room, traced a finger along the white marble vanity and sat on the edge of the square tub. Yes, square tub and it was as large as a full-sized bed. Two people could easily fit in there and get into some serious hanky panky water action. In the mirror across from me, I noticed the frowning girl staring back. There would be no water sports for this gal in the magnificent, once-in-a-lifetime tub. Sighing, I stared out the floor-to-ceiling window…in the bathroom. I imagined the windows were glazed in a way one could only see out and not in. Someone with a telephoto lens would have a field day with naked celebrities otherwise. 
Standing, I realized how tired I was. Not only bone weary from the travel, either. Tired of not knowing what I was doing. Tired of staying with strangers, even though they were kind and extremely generous, and for the most part, hot as fudge dripping along a cool scoop of vanilla ice cream. 
Then like concrete hardening into sidewalk, reality hit me hard. My life wasn’t my own. My kid sister was off living with a man I’d only met once. Once! Even Pops wouldn’t allow that. And Pops. I’d up and left my comatose father in a convalescent home. What the fuck was wrong with me? Granted, this entire year was his fault, and I should be pissed at him, I knew my father. He would never have wanted this for me. Uprooting my life, Maddy’s, and for what? To pay off a goon I’d once fucked and thought I loved? No, he’d allow Blaine to kill him to protect me from living this life. The life of an escort. 
I shook my head and trudged into the room that Warren pointed out was mine. Face planting into the clouds of white reminded me of another time I’d done this very thing in a room three thousand miles away, That room was owned by a man I wasn’t convinced could ever truly love me and would leave me. He would hurt me like the others, destroy the last speck of faith I had in the opposite sex for all of eternity. If I was honest, I think I was more afraid that he couldn’t possibly ever compare to the man I’d made him in my deepest, darkest, fantasies, a man that could be everything in one. The devoted, worshipping, loving man I’d always dreamed of and spent my late teens and early twenties looking for only to fail miserably. Now, I didn’t know what we were to each other outside of friends with benefits. I also knew I’d go to great lengths to avoid finding out. At least until I got past this year. 
The goal was set and in sight. Blaine was being paid monthly, his blood money finding its way into his bank account, keeping my father, Maddy, and me safe. For now. 
 
***
 
If a terrorist group wanted to destroy the United States economy, all they had to do was take out Bryant Park that evening. Every major charity, not just one, was in attendance. They all had booths set up on the gravel perimeter surrounding the main grassy area in the middle. Rows and rows of lights had been extended and strung horizontally, high above the grass. Highboy tables with silver cloths and decorative lanterns sat every ten to fifteen feet covering the massive ground. There were men from every major corporation you could think of. I was pretty sure I spotted Trump and Gates roaming around along with celebrities, and a horde of governmental officials. Famous movie stars glittered here and there and I had to hold my tongue not to fan girl all over the place. It was a veritable feast of the richest of the rich. 
As I took in the lights, people, and music wafting through hidden speakers, my body was jolted up into the air. I was spun around mid-air, slammed against a hard body, and squeezed in a vice-like grip. The scent of cologne mixed with a hint of familiar male sweat entered my senses and I smiled. 
“Let me go, you big lug!” I kicked and hollered as my body slid along a very firm, muscled chest I knew well but not intimately. His hands cupped my cheeks and the emerald green eyes I adored sparkled. 
Coppery hair glinted off the overhead lights, and I ran my hands from his neck to his shoulder. “Miss me, sweetness?” He kissed my forehead the way a brother does a sister he hadn’t seen in a while. 
“Mace,” I smiled and pulled him into my arms, holding on tight. He was something familiar in a sea of strangers. I held onto his lengthy, hard form like a leech with no plan to ever let him go. 
Mason firmly grabbed each hand and tugged me away. His eyes took in my face then narrowed. “You look tired.” I huffed, blowing out a breath. Leave it to a man I’d spent a month with, one who became one of my best friends in the world, to notice when no one else had. 
They don’t know you. A little voice inside my head taunted. 
“Is that another way of telling me I look like shit?” I pouted. 
Mason’s eyes did a scan of my body, taking in the tight little gold dress that hugged every curve, and I mean every curve. It hugged so much so that I couldn’t wear anything underneath it. A very non-brotherly look crossed his features. “Wasn’t referring to your dress, sweetness. The body is still a hundred percent bangable.” 
I shoved at his chest and made a gagging noise. “Where’s Rachel?” I asked and then was greeted with her model-esque body as she walked up. Mason watched her walk from the bar holding two glasses of champagne. She was wearing a drop-dead gorgeous, white scrap of a dress. She looked downright chic. 
“Never far from me, I’ll tell you that right fuckin’ now.” His Boston accent took over as he licked his lips, that sexy smirk of his turning into a cat-like grin.
“You’re a lucky man,” I joked. 
He winked and knocked my shoulder. “Don’t I know it?” 
When Rachel got a little closer, her entire face brightened. Her blonde hair positively glowed in the lights, and her cheeks pinked prettily. She handed Mace the glasses then pulled me into a hug. “Mia, my God. Whatever are you doing here?” 
I leaned back and held her at arm’s length. “Me? What are you two doing here?” I pointed to Rachel then Mason. 
He shrugged. “All part of the image. Biggest charity event of the year.” He looped an arm over Rachel’s shoulder. “My publicist thinks attending these things will only solidify what I’ve been building on with my investors.” 
Rachel handed me one of the glasses she probably had gotten for Mason but he didn’t seem to mind. He was all smiles looking from me to Rachel. “She’s right.” I took the glass and sipped. “Thank you.” 
We caught up for a while. I had no clue where Warren and Kathleen were. He was probably introducing his real girlfriend to everyone. Me, I was just here, mostly because we didn’t want Warren to get any flack. If I was here, it wouldn’t look as though I was mad or he was carrying on with several women and piss off the Benoits. I guess it made me look expendable, but in reality, all the gold-diggers were and that was not new to the men I’d previously met, with the exception of sixty-six-year-old Mr. Benoit and his twenty-five-year-old pregnant wife.
Thinking of her must have conjured her up. Christine Benoit was waving at me from across the lawn. “Guys, can we catch up in say an hour? I need to network for my client.” 
Rachel hugged me again. “Mia, I didn’t get a chance to thank you. To tell you how much what you did meant for me, for Mace. We…well, we just love you like family, okay?”
We love you like family. 
Mason pulled me into his own hug as Rachel used her pinky fingers to dot at the corner of her eyes. “She’s right you know,” he whispered in my ear. “We do love you like family. Any time you want to get away, come visit, there’s always a ticket with your name on it. Okay?” He moved back and bent down low so that it was green eyes to green eyes. I nodded, choked up. “I mean it. You text saying you want to come to Boston, I’ll ensure a ticket is waiting. Got it?” 
I smiled wide then kissed his cheek. “Got it, brother.” I winked and stepped back. He put an arm around Rachel’s waist holding her close. That was a beautiful picture. So beautiful I pulled my phone out of my clutch and captured it for all time. One day, when I had a place of my own, I’d print that picture and put it on my own wall or mantle. An image to capture the moment that these people told me I was their family and that I was loved. 
Turning around, I waved. “Catch up with you later on, okay?” 
Both of them waved, and I turned, walking across the vast lawn to Christine. 
As I sidestepped men in tuxes and women in the latest couture fashions, I thought about what they’d said. They loved me, and I was their family. Two people I’d only known for a month claimed me as theirs. As family. Clearly, not the family I’d been born into; that would have been impossible, but by choice.
Friends are the family you choose. 
Like Tai, Tony, and Hector had, they all in some way referred to me as their family. Wes and Alec were totally different when it came to their connection to me. With the other guys, that beyond anything solved the weariness and the concern I had over making this year-long journey. The part that was meant to be was the people I was taking into my heart, into my soul. The men and women that would stay with me…that would add to what was now my family. They were the reason for this journey as much, if not more than the debt I needed to pay. Before, it had been me, Pops, Maddy, and Ginelle. Aunt Millie, of course, was there somewhat. But these people, they were the ones I now checked in with. Told funny stories to over the phone. Emailed. Thought about when I was in a place or saw something that reminded me of them. The same way a person did with their own flesh and blood, only better because they had chosen me. 
With a renewed sense of peace, I walked into Christine’s arms. The tiny, pregnant, sex maniac was all smiles and billowy hair. The slip dress she wore accented the small baby bump her hand rested over. I yanked her hand away and turned her to the side. 
“Holy smokes. I can see your bump!” I said and she nodded vigorously. 
Excitedly, her words came fast. “I know! Isn’t it amazing! It just popped out a couple days ago and all of a sudden you could see the proof of Franny’s and my love. We find out what we’re having in a week!” 
Speaking of Francis Benoit, he came up behind his wife and placed his hand over her stomach. “How’s my pumpkin and our little one?” Christine’s eyes lit up like a hundred candles on a birthday cake. It was clear in her body language how much she genuinely loved her husband, hugging him tighter to her, caressing his hand over her bump. It was odd, unconventional, and definitely weird to see someone over forty years older than she was gorging on her neck, but hey, who was I to judge? Okay, maybe I was judging a little bit. In my defense, anyone in their right mind would. 
“I was just telling Mia about how we’re going to find out about the baby.” He nodded and kissed her temple. “Also, Mia, everything is in place for the project on our end.” 
My eyes went wide. “Already?” 
“Yep, Franny and I know how important this cause is. We burned some midnight oil this past week and paid a few workers some overtime, but everything on our end is in place. When the product and people arrive, we’ll plan for setting up the shipping schedule to the UK.”  
I ran my hand through my hair and held it back. “I can’t believe you did that. Does Warren know?” 
“Just finished telling him. He’s looking for you by the way. Everything okay between you?” Francis asked, uncharacteristically intrusive for a man like him. 
“Perfectly okay. Thank you for asking.” I said a couple more congrats about the baby and the job, and scanned the area looking for Warren. My gaze landed on perfection in a tux instead. Senator Aaron Shipley’s eyes were all over me. For a moment, I appreciated the obvious praise as he pushed evenly through other guests, steadily getting closer. A full tumbler of amber liquid accompanied him. About ten feet away, he lifted the glass to his lips and drained the entire lot. His eyes were glassy and hard, all traces of the sexy man I’d met earlier in the month gone. In his place was the predator that had touched me in my sleep. 
Shit. 
“Pretty, pretty, Mia. Looks as though your date has chosen another to fill his dance card.” His lips pursed as he came closer and put a hand on my hip, his fingers tightening. 
I tried to push back, but he locked an arm around my waist. Making a scene to pry his hands off me wasn’t an option. He was the Senator for California and I was nobody. I was a nameless face that had been attached to his father for the last few weeks. 
“Can you let me go?” I pressed against his chest trying to squeeze out of his grip. No dice. He held me tight. 
“Come now, Mia. I just received the news that my father has been fucking my nanny for as long as my mother’s been dead. Hell, possibly before. I’m in no mood for your antics.” 
I shook my head. “That’s not true. That connection formed over decades. Talk to him, Aaron. Let him tell you how it came about.” 
His lips pinched together into white slits. He was walking us through the crowd, his grip bruising against the tender skin of my hip. I looked over my shoulder and caught Rachel’s eye way in the distance. She looked concerned and her hand went to Mason’s shoulder as she stared my way. Unfortunately, he was busy talking to a group of men that might be fans. Talking to the star pitcher of the Boston Red Sox was a big deal even if you were a ridiculously rich man and fan. Not to mention, it might open the doors to prospective new deals for advertising and sponsorship. 
Before I knew it, I was steered past the green lawn, through the charity vendors camped around the lawns and up the stone steps. Eventually, he ushered me up past the columns of the New York Library. The library was closed and dark. Several areas had blacked out corners, which was where Aaron was leading me. 
Finally, my champagne-filled brain realized that we weren’t going for a little walk. He was taking me somewhere and intent on whatever plan he had. I turned my heel and yanked out of his reach. “What the hell, Aaron?” I spread my hands out and looked around. There was absolutely no one in sight. We were at least a good couple hundred feet or more away and I cursed myself for allowing him to get me this far away from the party and witnesses. 
“You think you’re special, don’t you?” The words were released with barely contained venom. 
I shook my head and tried to sound calm. “Not at all, actually. The opposite is probably more true,” I admitted. 
He scowled and prowled forward until I was holding up my hands in front of me. He continued forward and I found myself pressed up against the concrete wall of a darkened area. A few more steps and his chest was against mine. I thought about the best way to handle this, but the champagne was fogging up my reflexes. “Aaron, you don’t want to do this.” 
His nose slid along my temple and sent shivers of dread down my spine, prickling the hairs at the back of neck. “Of course I do.” I pushed against his chest to no avail. Aaron was not a small guy and his bulk definitely prevented any slack. He chuckled. “Trying to escape, little whore,” he said with a drunken slur. 
“I’m not a whore, Aaron. You know that.” 
He bit down on the space where my shoulder and neck met. “I know my father hired you to be his whore in front of his fucked up rich friends. I know that you work for an escort service and get paid by the month. Time to get Daddy’s money’s worth,” he said dementedly. That’s when I started to fight, but I didn’t have much leverage. I got a nice fist to his mouth, cutting open his lip before he restrained my hands with one hand, and then groped my body with the other. He crushed my body against the concrete wall, so hard that I could feel the tender skin of my back being abraded and the skin being rubbed raw as he dry humped me. 
I started to scream, but he put his mouth over mine. All you could hear was a person yelling as if they were under water. Then the sickening sound of his pants being unbuckled and the noise of the zipper going down was like my own personal death knell. I screamed louder but he bit my lips and slammed my head into the concrete. Things got hazy, and I felt my dress being slid up to my waist. The cool air slithered across my bare flesh. Stars broke out across my vision from the staggering blow. Soft tissue slamming into a rock solid building did not equate to mental stability. I could feel fingers sliding down my stomach where he cupped my sex roughly. Bile rose up my throat, and I gagged. 
“I’m going to fuck you so hard, take you like the whore you are. Fucking white trash.” He roared, spittle flinging against my face. He was not the man I’d originally met when I arrived. He wasn’t the same man with whom I’d enjoyed a few conversations, flirted with. No, this man was much like the one that touched me while I’d slept and had no remorse. That was my first clue that something was deeply wrong with the young Senator. 
I could feel the head of his cock resting against my legs as he ground it along my thigh. I whispered, “No,” and shook my head only to receive a gut-twisting grin in reply. He put a hand over my mouth as I screamed, muffling the sound. I bit down, and he cursed then smashed my head into the wall again. This time, I slumped against the surface, my body feeling almost weightless. I was going to lose consciousness and then he’d take me. Maybe that was better. Not knowing what he was doing had to be better than being awake for every disgusting thing he would do to me. At that moment, I prayed for blackness. 
 
 



Chapter 10 
 
“You ready to get pounded?” It was the last thing I heard, and said with absolute disdain. I wouldn’t have thought it possible to come from the young Senator that the world adored. A man that was on the fast track to becoming President of the United States one day. 
I waited for him to strike; instead, a burst of cool air covered my skin. My body was free from the weight that had pressed it into the wall. Scuffling, followed by grunting, and feet scraping along concrete could be vaguely heard through the pounding of my head and heart. My knees bit into the concrete sidewalk when I slumped to the ground, unable to hold myself up. 
“I’ll show you what getting pounded looks like, you piece of shit!” Mason roared. I looked up, confusion swarming like angry bees around my head as I saw Mason in a full-blown cage-style fight with Aaron. At some point Aaron must have gotten his pants back up because this fight lacked bare chests, the punches thrown were instead by two stunningly attractive men in tuxedos. I blinked as I saw Rachel running through the throngs of people in the distance, her heels crunching in the gravel then clacking loudly up the stone stairs. 
“Oh my God! Mason, where’s Mia?” she screamed and I tried to respond, but my voice wouldn’t work. One too many blows to the head had temporarily robbed me of speech. 
Mason threw a punch that landed solidly on Aaron’s face. Blood sprayed out of his mouth and across the gray concrete, painting it red. My eyes rolled in my head and I knew I was going to be sick. I gagged and heard Mason say something, but I couldn’t distinguish it. I lay down on the damp, cool stone, pressing the side of my face and temple into it, needing relief from the pain taking over every speck of my form. Swirling volcanic acid in my gut squeezed my insides violently as vomit made its way up my throat. I wretched, barely able to move or lift my head. 
“Mia, oh no. Jesus, honey.” Rachel’s voice penetrated the web of disorientation, and I felt her lifting my upper body onto her lap where she knelt. “Babe, she’s naked from the waist down and hurt.” She pushed my dress down, covering the bare lower half. Her fingers prodded lightly at the wounds on my back and the sticky substance on my head. Seems the library wall took more than a chunk out of my back. “She needs a hospital,” Rachel cried out, her voice shaking. A mighty growl and fierce blows of flesh meeting bone could be heard in the distance. Fat wet drops of something hit my cheeks, one of them trailing down and touching my lip. I licked the salty flavor realizing it was Rachel’s tears. Rachel leaned close and kissed my forehead. “It’s going to be okay. We’ll take care of you.” 
At some point, the blackness finally took me. 
 
***
 
The acrid smell of hospital anesthetic weaved its way into my senses. I licked dry lips and tasted nothing but a rough cotton sensation. Before my eyes even opened, a straw tapped against my lips, and I sucked the water greedily. The cut in my swollen lip—where Aaron had bit into the flesh—smarted. I opened my eyes to find Rachel tending to me. My hand felt warm and a weight pressed into my side. I looked down at the blankets and found coppery hair, and a large hand encasing mine. The knuckles were ripped with jagged edges and rimmed with blood. I moved my hand and dove my fingers into the silky goodness that was Mason’s hair. 
He lifted his head slowly and his green eyes were dark and sad. I cracked as much of a smile as my swollen lip would allow. He held my hand and kissed my palm. “How you feeling, sweetness?” 
I blinked a few times and took a mental assessment of my body. Knees felt bruised, back hurt like the fiery flaming pits of hell, but the bass drum in my head was the worst. “Did he...?” I stopped, unable to say the words. 
Rachel petted the top of my hair, repeatedly whisking back the layer of swooping bangs, tears running down her face. Mason clenched his jaw and shook his head. “No, he didn’t. Thank God. Had he….” His face hardened into an evil look, one I’d not ever seen on Mason before. It was a cross between malice and pure hate. “I’d have killed him with my bare hands. As it is, he’s in pretty bad shape. Cops arrested him for assault. He can kiss his fucking career bye-bye.” 
I closed my eyes and let the tears fall. “God, I wish I would have done something more when I woke up to him fondling me in my sleep…” 
“WHAT!” Mason’s yell was so loud that the drummer in my head decided it was crescendo time and pounded so hard, I had to press my hands against my temples. Both palms felt sore and achy.
“Mace…” Rachel clasped Mason’s arm and shushed him. “Her head, baby,” she reminded him. “A concussion doesn’t feel good and she’s in pain; I can see it on her face.” 
Mason leaned forward and kissed my entire forehead. I had to admit, it felt really nice after the shitty evening I’d had. The tears though couldn’t be stopped. They ran in rivulets down my cheeks. The skin of my face itched against the deluge of tears. He spoke words of comfort along my skin, whispering that he was going to take care of me. That family takes care of one another. 
While Mason comforted me, I heard Rachel speaking. “Yes, she’s okay. Had a rough night. Who is this? Oh yeah, she was with you in Hawaii. Yeah, some Senator roughed her up, but she’s okay now. Excuse me? You’re going to what? Hello?” 
“Oh no. Who was that on the phone?” I called out to Rachel. 
She held the phone and looked at the screen. “It says Sexy Samoan.” 
I closed my eyes and groaned. “Did you just tell Tai that I was in the hospital because a Senator hurt me?” I asked, my voice tight as a pair of size six jeans on my more than size eight booty. 
“Was that a bad thing?” she smiled in that kind way that was purely Rachel. She had no idea the shit storm she’d just unleashed. I held out my hand for the phone. Once she placed it into my palm, contemplating how to call off my big Samoan bad ass when the buzzing increased, making me feel dizzy and on the edge of vomiting. Figuring I could call Tai later, I turned it off. 
“No more answering my phone. No good will come of it.” 
Her eyebrows narrowed. “Why?” 
“Doesn’t matter, I’ll take care of it.” I closed my eyes, not able to keep them open any longer. 
 
I was forced awake four more times through the night to keep watch on the concussion I’d suffered. I finally awoke on my own to a much larger hand holding mine. One was wrapped around my neck, the thumb firmly planted on my pulse point, and the other engulfed my smaller one. I smelled him before I saw him. The intermingling of fire, wood, and the ocean gave me an incredible sense of peace. I didn’t even have to open my eyes because I knew what I’d see. 
“I can feel you, girlie.” His thumb moved along the pulse point on my neck. “Open those pretty eyes for me,” Tai’s rumbling voice soothed every racked nerve I had. Tears accompanied my first look in three weeks at my sexy Samoan. His black eyes were fierce and blazing with barely controlled rage. “No one would tell me his name. Who put his hands on you uninvited?” He spoke in a sadistically quiet voice. It wasn’t something I wasn’t used to with Tai Niko. When he spoke, everyone heard him. He was a big guy and that timbre carried. 
I inhaled slowly and winced as the pain rippled along my back and head. If possible, his gaze turned even blacker. Squeezing his hand, I tried to express what I couldn’t through words. He closed his eyes leaned forward and kissed me softly. “No one hurts my ‘aiga. My family.” He hit his chest like a mighty ape. There was that word again. “Family.” 
“Tai, what time is it? Did you get on a plane right after our call?” 
He nodded curtly and I tilted my head down in shame. All these wonderful men, caring for me taking care of me. It was a lot to take in. On top of the hell I’d experienced last night. 
“I want you to come to Hawaii with me. Amy and I will take care of you. Tina will be thrilled to mother you.” Tina was the Samoan word for mother. 
“You know I can’t do that, Tai. I have to work.” I held my temples and squeezed. “This is going to be a shitstorm for the press. Fuck, what am I going to do? The Shipleys are huge, and Warren…oh, my god, his son.” Tears poured down my face, and I covered my eyes. 
“Warren is going to make sure his son is properly punished for his actions,” came the booming voice of Warren Shipley himself. “Sweet girl…” he said, his voice filled with emotion as he walked to the side of my bed, Kathleen hot on his heels, though her hand covered her own mouth as she cried silently. “I’m sorry for what Aaron did. We’d have been here sooner but were detained by the police and the media frenzy. It’s all my fault.” 
I attempted to clear my voice of the emotions clogging them but it didn’t work. “No, Warren, that was all him.” 
“I knew he was unstable when he drank. That’s why he rarely did. In the past, he had a drinking problem and became violent when he was under the influence, but I thought that was behind him. Until, of course, the moment after I told him that Kathleen and I were an item. Then it was like something snapped in him.” 
“Something’s definitely about to snap in him,” Tai growled from his spot next to me. 
Warren’s eyes flicked to Tai and then roamed his form up and up as he stood. An astonished expression stole across Warren’s face. That happened a lot around Tai. He was as unusually large and imposing, as he was fine as fuck. “Friend of yours, I gather?” 
Tai tapped his chest in a highly alpha move. “Family.” 
I smiled and patted Tai’s hand, tugging his forearm, forcing him to sit once more. He sat quietly, focused solely on me as if the other people in the room were insignificant gnats, annoying by their mere existence. God, I loved Tai. 
“Well, as apologetic as I am, we’re prepared to pay for all your medical bills, provide you with the best possible aftercare and any dollar amount you deem appropriate for your time and suffering. As much as I hate that this happened, and I do, Mia, more than you could ever know,” he croaked, frowning deeply, the wrinkles in his face never having been more prevalent than they were now. “I have to think of the lives of all the people that I’m working to save. If this gets out about what happened, not only is it political suicide for my son, my project, but also the lives we planned to save…” He shook his head and lowered it in shame, unable to continue.
“Jesus Christ. They want you to sweep this under the rug. Because of a politician?” Tai’s voice trembled as he spoke. “Girlie, that is not okay. Justice must be served—” he started, but I cut him off. 
“Tai, there’s more at stake than you know. And I’ll explain it to you. Later. When we’re alone, I promise.” My gaze caught his and I was silently begging him to listen and cool his jets. His mouth tightened and an eyebrow rose, but he stayed silent and held my hand a little tighter. Then on a deep inhalation and a slow exhalation, I said the words I would never in a million years picture me saying. 
I was giving a prospective rapist a get-out-of-jail-free card. It took everything I had in me to think of all the men, women, and children in countries all over the world who would never have the modern medicine that we had in the States. Without the help from Warren’s project, they would never receive that help. He’d lose every single investor, especially Mr. Benoit, if the truth was made public. On the other end of the spectrum, the press wouldn’t have to dig too deep to find out who hired me and why. It would negatively affect more lives than just the Shipleys or my own but also the lives of Aunt Millie, Wes, Alec, Tony, Hector, Mason, the D’Amico’s who hired me last month for the swimsuit campaign, Tai and anyone else related to them. 
Mind made up, I laid it out for Warren in the only way I could find some semblance of sanity and still look myself in the face tomorrow. “Warren, I won’t say anything and I won’t press charges, but I do have some demands.” Warren held my other hand and nodded. Kathleen continued to cry. 
Slowly, I dished out the things I felt were fair. “He will go into rehab for his drinking. I don’t care if it’s a private, no-name place and he takes a leave of absence due to a family emergency. Make some shit up. Whatever it is, he needs help. He’ll also need anger management sessions with a qualified professional.” 
“Done,” he answered without hesitation. 
“And I want a hand-written letter saying that he will get that help, signed by him, with the original given to me. The letter will state he will do these things or I will take this to the press regardless of whether or not any statute of limitation may be in play on pressing charges passes. I will share that letter with the press detailing his commitment to get help. Do you understand?” 
Warren tipped his head and kissed the top of my hand. “Mia…I’m sorry. Sweet girl, I’m so sorry. Thank you, thank you for being kind.” 
“One last thing…the money.” 
“Anything you want it’s yours. Millions, whatever.” 
I choked on that. He was willing to give me millions of dollars to keep his son out of trouble and save his project. Then again, when a person had the kind of money Warren Shipley had, millions were probably a drop in the bucket. It made me sick to think he’d try to buy me off, but I knew his heart. His only goal was to help me, ease the pain in any way he could. Money was the normal way for someone who was raised with a silver spoon in his mouth. 
“Not a dime. I will not take a cent. There will be no settlement or hush money exchanged. I’m not a whore; I’m a woman that he defiled. He should be going to jail for what he did to me, Warren, but because of you, and what you’re trying to do to help the world, the less fortunate, I’m backing down. I’m going against everything I believe in to make sure that nothing happens to stop this program moving forward. Don’t make me regret it.” 
A couple of tears rolled down his face, and he rubbed them away hastily. I patted his cheek, and his eyes said he understood. That he knew exactly where I was coming from, what I was sacrificing, and that he’d respect the severity of it. He moved to take his leave. Kathleen folded me in her arms in that motherly way I adored and cried all over my shirt, while clutching me tightly. My back burned at the raw spots. Stoically, like a warrior fresh from battle, I gritted my teeth and hugged her through the pain. She needed it as much as I did. 
 
***
 
For the few days after my release, I stayed in New York being pampered by Mason, Tai, Rachel, and Kathleen. Warren kept his distance though he sent me flowers twice a day. It took all of those days for Mason and Tai to get over their anger. Interestingly enough, the two of them hit it off famously, joking like old buddies, ribbing one another about sports teams, and the differences between the mainland and the islands. 
Eventually, I talked Tai into going back home to his family and his girlfriend. Amy was incredibly supportive, sending me texts and funny messages to lift my spirits. She was a kind soul and I loved that Tai had her waiting at home.
On the last day with Tai, we sat on the balcony of the Four Seasons enjoying the view. 
“Pretty amazing, huh?” I gestured with my foot to the view of the New York skyline. 
Tai shrugged. “I prefer the expansive ocean and palm trees to massive structures and lights, but I can appreciate the appeal for some. Too busy, too crazy, too much of everything for me.” I took in what he said. Too much of everything. Boy, was he right about that. 
I adjusted my foot, crossing one ankle over the other. Tai’s gaze zeroed in on my completely healed tattoo. He smiled so wide this time, and it wasn’t his normal sexy grin, it was a full blown all teeth and gums smile. His giant hand covered my ankle and pulled it into his lap. I swiveled on my chair so he could inspect it. 
“Trust the journey, eh?” his eyes went from studying the words to mine. 
“Yep.” 
His finger traced the lettering and then the dandelion, and each petal with the small letter inscribed. His thumb stopped over the small T in one of the petals. The heat from that one digit burned into my skin and traveled up my leg to land in the place that was very familiar with Tai. As a matter of fact, I’m pretty sure my pussy has written “Ode to Tai” poems and love letters wishing he’d come back since I’d left him. Tai, on the other hand, did not have that same passion in his gaze he’d once had. I figured that look was now owned by a pixie of a blonde waiting for him back in Hawaii. 
“What do these letters mean?” He asked. 
I thought about playing it cool and saying ‘what letters’ but Tai had never lied or given me anything but the truth, and I’d treat him with the same respect. 
Bringing my foot up closer, I pointed at each letter. “These correspond to a man that affected my life in a manner I want to remember. It reminds me that each experience was meant to be, and that for a time, I felt truly loved.” Tears pricked at my eyes, but I sucked in a breath, held them back, and swallowed noisily. 
Tai traced the single T. “For me?” 
Unable to speak, the moment filling me with such emotion I simply nodded. Tai leaned down and kissed the letter. “I like that, girlie; a piece of me is with you always.” 
With that, I leaned to my left and kissed the single tattoo on the ball of his right shoulder, the one that meant friendship in Samoan. The one he got to represent me and our time together. He patted my head as I leaned against him. “You have to go home,” I reminded him. 
“Much is there for me,” he said soundly. 
“I know. I love you, Tai. Thank you for coming.” 
“Never doubt that you’re loved, girlie. Family is what you make it, and I’ll always be there for you.” 
Tai left that night. Took the first flight he could back to Oahu. With it, he took another piece of my heart and solidified the belief that he really would be there if I needed him. 
 
***
I spent the next few days in Boston with Mason and Rachel. Mason acted like I’d just survived the plague and needed to be doted on as if I was completely broken. I wasn’t, but I totally took advantage anyway. Being with Mason and seeing his brothers and baseball buds again was great. And once again, it proved the reach of these men in my life. I had people. Many people I could count on in a situation. Ones that would lift me up, protect me, fight for me, and most of all, love me. 
As I packed my bag, I found my stationery and notepad. I wasn’t with Warren and Kathleen but decided they deserved something to commemorate our time. I found an envelope in the desk drawer and scrawled the address to the McMansion on the front. I didn’t really have a return address because I wasn’t at the studio apartment in California so I simply wrote Mia Saunders on the back fold. 
 
Warren & Kathleen, 
I’m sorry for how things ended. I know that you’d never wish what happened to me onto anyone, and I do not blame you. Thank you for sending me the details about Aaron’s rehabilitation. Hearing he’s getting help makes what happened somehow a bit easier to deal with. My fondest wish is that he finds the peace he needs. 
Christine Benoit told me that the first shipment of goods to the UK was planned for next month. Thrilled does not begin to express my happiness over hearing the news. Knowing that so many deserving people are going to get the help they need to live long and happy lives makes it all worth it. 
I want you both to know that the time I shared with the two of you was truly lovely. Seeing your relationship progress into something long-lasting is inspiring. 
Thank you for letting me be a part of your life. 
~ Mia
 
I folded up the letter and put it in the envelope and asked Rachel to mail it for me. This time I didn’t escape while they were sleeping and allowed the two of them to take me to the airport. It was the least I could do after they’d come to my rescue and taken care of me the past week and a half. 
We said our goodbyes and promised to keep in touch as usual. So far, it had been very easy to keep in touch with the new friends I’d made. Maybe because I didn’t have any other friends besides Maddy and Ginelle back home. 
When I pushed the airplane seat back, I thought about the past month. From matchmaking, to sexting and wicked hot dreams, to covert business deals, and helping third-world countries, Canadian nymphos, and being attacked, it had been one helluva month. Through it all, I learned three things that wouldn’t stop burning through my mind. 
First, Wes was my goddamned kryptonite, and I needed to be careful to protect myself if I was going to make it through another six months. Second, never judge a book by its cover, even when they come in drop dead sexy suits with political stature and unlimited assets. And third, friends are the family you choose, and I had the best friends and family on the planet. 
Yep, life was strange, but I was living it to the fullest. Taking each day as it came and experiencing as much as possible. Accepting the good, the bad, and even the ugly in stride because it was all part of the process. Just like my tattoo says, I had to trust the journey. 
And my journey was taking me to a mocha-skinned hip-hop artist named Anton Santiago to make a music video. They say white men can’t jump; well, this white chick can’t dance. July should prove interesting.
 
Mia’s journey continues in July (Calendar Girl).



Excerpt from July Calendar Girl (Book 7) 
 
Heather had given me all of fifteen minutes to freshen up before she was taking me down to meet Anton. I jumped in the shower, washed off the day’s travel grime and spotted the outfit she laid out. Outfit was too strong a description. What was sitting on the bed for me was a scrap of fabric, a pair of booty shorts and stilettos that crisscrossed up the entire length of my calf to the knee. I slid on the shorts and checked the hemline in the mirror. A swath of ass cheek was clearly visible to any discerning eye. Fuck me. Turning to the front the shorts were cut so high the lining of the pocket stuck out the bottom. The tank was cute. It was blousy, tied together by two thin ribbons at each shoulder. Closing my eyes I counted to ten and gave myself a pep talk. 
You can do this Mia. 
Just over a month ago you were traipsing around in a bikini with Tai and the modeling team. This is actually more clothing than that. Plus, you’re not here for your stellar morals in decency, you’re here to look hot and be a love interest in a rock video. Er, a hip hop video. A groan slipped out of my mouth as I pulled my hair up into a ponytail. It felt like a million degrees or maybe my own internal temperature had hit a hundred. 
Breathing slowly through my nose and out my mouth I stood and walked out to the living space. Heather was there taking a call. Her eyes took in my outfit from the tip of my toes to my hair. When she got to my head an ugly frown marred her face. Never taking her ear off the phone she moved to me, tugged on the hair tie and let the thick locks of hair tumble around my shoulders. “Better,” she whispered while fluffing it this way and that. Then she snapped her fingers and walked to the door. 
“Did you just fucking snap at me?” The easy comradery that we’d had in the car ride from the airport to here was blown to bits. 
Heather had the good grace to look chagrinned. “Sorry,” she mouthed. “Yes Anton, I’ve got her now.” The words held irritation as if it was a physical thing you could toss up in the air and catch on a whim.  “We’ll meet you in the dance room. Yes, five minutes.” 
“Mia, I’m sorry. He gets me all twisted in a knot. Unfortunately, he’s on a bit of tear. Didn’t mean to be rude. Apparently the backup dancers sucked, couldn’t move if they had bees in their underpants.” 
I tried to chuckle with her but couldn’t really pull it off. Dread ricocheted down each rib to land heavily in my gut. He would most certainly not be happy when he found out this white girl could not dance.  At least I was safe in the knowledge that there were no take-backsies. He paid the fee regardless of if I could dance. That was not part of my portfolio and I’d never claimed it to be. 
The elevator opened to a hallway where glass walls spanned the entire length from wall to wall. The lights were off in the room, black lights were flickering and spotlights shone down on several figures, bodies writhing to the obscenely loud beat. A man in jogging shorts and a t-shirt clapped out beats and called numbers to the dancer in what I think were placements for their feet or hands but I couldn’t be sure. 
Heather brought me in to stand to the side. That’s when I got my first good look at Anton Santiago. Taking in his sleek, muscled form, my mouth went dry, the room around me seemed to throb like a heartbeat as he slowly walked forward. Each beat of the music accentuating the movement of his shoulders, one in front of the other twisting his hips along to each hit. His body was covered in slick sweat, from the protruding collar bone, over square pecks and down the highway that was one helluva toned abdomen. Not only was he cut, his body just screamed hold me, touch me, put your naked form all over mine. 
He spun around, the back-up dancers mimicking the move, and then he hit the floor….with his body. He did a series of pushups to the beat, then one-handed, the muscles in his forearms bulging delectably, he did another but with an added roll of his hips as if he was humping the ground. Sweet mother…I wanted to shimmy over there and lay down so he could practice that move on a living, breathing, hot-blooded woman. And I was hot. So fucking hot. I fanned myself as I watched his body twist, turn, and catapult into the air onto his feet where he repeated the hip roll, pelvic thrust to the sexiest lyrics. 
“Ride it baby, ride…  **body roll**
“With me, I’ll go all night…” **thrust**
“Let me do you right…” **body roll**
“And ride it baby, ride…” **thrust**
His large hand cupped his manhood, tugging up while his body arched into the air. He looked like a golden-brown god who’d just finished pounding his dream girl and was checking the status of his weapon before going back into a sex-driven battle. 
The music came to an abrupt halt. “Okay guys, that’s enough for the day. Anton, we good,” the guy in shorts called out. 
Anton didn’t say a word, just offered one cool as a cucumber chin lift. A gaggle of girls clamored up to him with water and a towel. “Oh Anton, you were amazing. So sexy.” 
He stopped a few feet in front of me, eyes never leaving mine. Green to green. His blazing, mine turned way the fuck on. “Leave me.” 
“But, I thought after rehearsal we were going to have fun?” the two girls clamored for his attention. 
His brows furrowed. “Anton don’t do repeats. Vete al carajo,” he said and with a fluttering of his hand shooed them away. By the grimace and sadness on their faces, whatever he said could not have been good. Later I found out it meant “fuck off”. 
“Lucita,” he licked his lips in that way a man does that literally makes your spine tingle and your core clench. Yes, he made my pussy clench by a single lip lick. “Now that you’re here, whatever shall we do with you?” His Puerto Rican accent did crazy things to my senses as his eyes scanned me from head to toe again. He may as well have reached out a hand and trailed it all along my skin for how much I felt that look. 
Those green orbs glazed over with what could only be seen as pure, carnal, lust. We stood there, eyes locked on one another as we had a visual silent war with one another. Nostrils flared, eyes squinted and finally I spoke. 
“You could feed me. I’m starved.” I said and Heather who apparently was standing a lot closer than I thought snorted with laughter breaking the tension between me and the Latin Lov-ah. Now, seeing him in front of me, it made all kinds of sense where he got that name.  
His head cut to hers. “Sorry, Anton,” she said and looked away, failing to hide the smile on her face.  
Anton held his hand out to me. “Mia, let’s fill you up.” The way he said those words literally made me think of a hundred other completely inappropriate things besides food. I licked my lips and smacked my chops.  
“Yes, lets.” 
 
Continued in July Calendar Girl. Available now for purchase. 
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