
        
            
                
            
        

    
Contents




Title Page

Copyright

Synopsis

Also by Brooke Blaine

Dedication

1 Classy Bitch

2 Low on Fucks, High on (a Good) Time

3 That's What You Get (For Waking Up In Vegas)

4 Pussycat's Out of the Bag

5 A Fungus You Can't Escape

6 Here a Slutbag, Everywhere a Slutbag

7 Three's a Crowd

8 It's Always the Skinny Bitch's Fault

9 F.T.S.

10 Never Make a Deal With the Devil

11 Here, Fishy, Fishy

12 War of the Roses

13 Lick. Suck. Bite. Taste.

14 Don't Let the Door Hit You in the Ass

15 I Should Be Muzzled

16 Screw Memory Lane

17 Drag You Kicking and Screaming

18 Confessions of a Twat

19 Ace to the Rescue

20 Fabio and His Mistresses

21 Night of the Gold

22 Everything and Always

23 Epilogue Weddings are Still for Suckers

Special Thanks

About the Author
















[image: Image]


Copyright © 2017 by Brooke Blaine

www.brookeblaine.com

Edited by Arran McNicol

Cover Design © By Hang Le

Formatted by Ella Frank

No part of this book may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic or mechanical, including photocopying, recording, or by any information storage and retrieval system without the written permission of the author, except for the use of brief quotations in a book review.

This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents either are products of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, events, or locales is entirely coincidental. 


P.i.t.a.




As one of the most prestigious wedding coordinators in Los Angeles, Paige Iris Traynor-Ashcroft is known for being classy, elegant, and the orchestrator of many happily-ever-afters.




But in the words of Paige herself: “What a crock of shiitake.”




Known affectionately (or not) as P.I.T.A. to those closest to her, she’s never been one to buy into the whole monogamy thing for herself. Sure, her BFFs are getting picked off by Cupid one by one, but his arrows have nothing on her semiautomatic.




Richard “Dick” Dawson does his best to live up to his name. A long-time frenemy and manwhore extraordinaire, he thrives on pushing limits, pushing up skirts—and pushing every single one of Paige’s buttons. He’s the itch she can’t scratch, and doesn’t want to. Or does she?



What happens when blazing-hot rage turns to crazy, unexplainable lust? Surely not...love? Because that would just be a total P.I.T.A. 
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CHAPTER ONE

Classy Bitch




LAS VEGAS. SEX capital of the world. The place I ventured to when I’d run the man supply down to a veritable cesspool back in L.A. 

So, someone please explain to me why I was there with my parents.

Or—I inched the ice sculpture engraved with Happy 30th Anniversary, Patrick and Delilah a bit to the right to better address their adoring audience of friends—should I say for my parents.

“Gather ’round, everyone, gather ’round.” As the music from the small orchestra came to a close, my father’s big, boastful voice filled one of the Bellagio’s luxurious Galleria Rooms, and it was a sound entirely out of place with the elegant decor. He grabbed my mother by the waist and pulled her close, planting a kiss on her cheek, and in response, she giggled like a schoolgirl. One of her hands went up to his broad chest, and she flushed a lovely shade of pink. 

You’d think they were a couple madly in love, wouldn’t you? Hah. You would be wrong. 

That hand going to his chest? It wasn’t so much an adoring move as a cautionary watch-how-much-you-touch-me-tonight-because-I-will-be-taking-it-out-on-your-balls-later move. And that “lovely” flush and giggle? That was a signature Mrs. Traynor-Ashcroft move—she was pissed. 

But the PDA did what it was intended to do, and everyone smiled and oohed and ahhed over how in love they still seemed to be after all these years. Hell, even I had to begrudgingly give them kudos, much as it pained me to do so. They knew how to fake it better than any couple I’d come across in my twenty-nine years of existence, and that was saying something, considering my day job.

My father held up his champagne glass with his free hand and looked down with an adoring expression at the still-stunning blonde in his arms. “Thirty years ago, I unwittingly became the luckiest man alive when the most beautiful woman ever to grace the earth trespassed onto my property and swan-dived into my pool.”

Laughter echoed off the gilded walls, and I had to repress the urge to stab myself in the eyes with the cocktail toothpicks. 

“It only took mild convincing on my part to get her to take my name,” he continued. 

“Don’t you mean hyphenate?” my mother said with a wink, though I knew that was meant more as a dig. My father hated that she’d refused to give up her maiden name of Traynor and go all in with his. Sort of that whole Tarzan, man-beats-chest, alpha-male mentality. I personally loved that show of independence on Mom’s part, though it would be the last time she asserted herself that I knew of. The steady supply of champagne and Xanax saw to that. 

“Ahh, and it was that spirit, that fire, that made me fall for you. It’s been a glorious thirty years, my Liles, and I can’t wait to spend thirty more with you.” Then my father kissed my mother like it was the first time in years—hell, it probably was—and the move sent bile up my throat, and I couldn’t have stopped the eye roll then if I tried.

I know what you’re thinking. I seem to be pessimistic when it comes to love and romance and the glory of marriage. 

You would be right. 

Sure, I was one of the most in-demand wedding coordinators in Los Angeles, but that was less because I was a starry-eyed romantic and more because I was one hell of a party planner. Weddings just happened to be the most consistent—and expensive—parties around. So what if I had to put up with brides waxing poetic about their dream gowns and Prince Charmings? It afforded me an extravagant lifestyle that had nothing to do with my parents’ money, and that was the important thing.

Lifting my French martini to my lips, I drained the glass dry just as a voice of smooth velvet—the type that typically dropped panties—came up behind me.

“I could see you gagging from across the room, Paige,” he said, as the smell of his L’Homme Yves Saint Laurent cologne enveloped the air around me. The expensive scent also seemed to help the panty drop, not that I’d ever fallen for it. Quite the opposite, actually, which I was sure surprised no one except the man himself. 

“A visual I’m sure you’re used to,” I replied, without bothering to turn around and acknowledge the unwanted presence in my midst. Richard “Dick” Dawson received more than enough attention as it was, what with his “rocker” appeal, though he didn’t have any musical capabilities that I was aware of. Perhaps if he had, I would’ve found him mildly attractive. As he came to a stop beside me, I could see out of the corner of my eye that he’d stayed true to form tonight: his long dirty-blond hair was tied at the nape of his neck, and he wore a midnight-blue tux with an oversized, open white collar and more necklaces than I’d ever dared to at one time. Apparently, some women found that hot. 

“I’m surprised you bothered to come,” I said. “Tell me, was it the allure of an open bar or a room full of young debutantes that enticed you more?”

Dawson laughed, a deep, throaty laugh, and then his arm went around my shoulders and he lifted the empty glass from my hand. As he steered us to the bar, he said, “You forgot option three, love: spending quality time with my favorite girl.”

I groaned and attempted to shrug out of his hold, but his grasp on me was unyielding. “Favorite girl to torture, you mean. Can’t you go find a new object of your affection? One who doesn’t want to castrate you?”

“I doubt anyone else would be up for that kind of foreplay.” He placed the glass on the bar, nodded at the bartender, and held up two fingers. Less than two minutes later, there were two bright pink martinis in front of us. 

I quirked an eyebrow at Dawson. “Trying to get me drunk to put me in an embarrassing blackmail sitch?”

“Not exactly what I had in mind.” He smirked, and those kohl-rimmed hazel eyes twinkled with mischief. 

Dirty manslut. I bet not. 

Shaking my head, I said, “Newsflash, Dick: no amount of alcohol could get me into your bed. You’ll have to raid the Strip for a bachelorette to bang.” 

“There you go, Pita, always thinking the worst. Can’t I just be a good friend trying to help you get through this parental charade?” He leaned in to me, his lips by my ear. “You can thank me later.”

I pushed him away, ignoring—okay, well, trying to ignore—the way his chest felt rock hard beneath my fingertips, and took up my martini. When the hell did he start working out outside the bedroom? Damn.

“Speaking of friends…” Dawson glanced around the room and then lifted his brow. “I don’t see any of your girls here tonight. Couldn’t sweet-talk them into coming, eh?”

Okay, that jab hit a sore spot. My “girls”—otherwise known as my best friends, Ryleigh, Shayne, and Quinn—and I were practically attached at the hip, so it was strange to be here without at least one of them. But Ryleigh had a couple of big holiday events scheduled at her ice creamery and booziery, Licked, as well as its companion bar, the After Dark; Shayne was attending a premiere with her director boyfriend, Nate; and Quinn…well, who knew what Quinn was really up to. She’d just said she was MIA for the weekend, which probably meant she was climbing poles half-naked, or escorting foreign billionaires, or on some undercover Mission: Impossible classified shit. There was no telling, but one of these days she was bound to slip up and spill her guts. Hopefully not literally.

“Can’t blame my friends for having a life. Some people have more important things to do than follow me around,” I said. 

“That doesn’t sound like a woman who’s jealous all her friends are shacking up with boyfriends at all.”

“Please. The last thing I want is to be tied down and having boring, missionary-style monogamous sex once a week.”

“And here I thought being tied down was right up your alley.” 

“Only if it involves a pair of handcuffs—otherwise, pass.”

Dawson gave a put-upon sigh. “Yes, we know ‘all men are evil dogs who are only useful for kinky sex and not relationships.’ Your mother has rubbed off on you too much.”

“Says the man who eats out for breakfast, lunch, and dinner.” I scoffed and shook my head. “See, this is the problem—when guys screw everything on two legs, it’s no big deal and actually expected of them, but God forbid a woman have a healthy sexual appetite.”

“You’re no woman, Pita. You’re a man-eater.”

“You say that like it’s a bad thing.”

His lips turned up. “It’s admirable. I do enjoy watching you devour your prey before spitting them back out.”

“Spit? Hmm. Would I do that?” 

When his eyes widened, my lips curved and then I forced myself to tune back in to what my father was saying as he wrapped up his speech. 

“Thank you all for coming, and please—stay as long as you want, drink as much as you want, and come visit us at our new home in Paris whenever you want. Cheers.” My father raised his glass and nodded at the group before him, and as everyone raised their glasses at his toast, my mouth dropped open.

Did he say…new home…in Paris?

And then—because I retain no filter whatsoever—I blurted, “What the fuck? You’re moving? To Paris? Like, eleven-hours-on-a-nonstop-flight Paris?”

As all eyes in the room jerked in my direction, I felt no heat in my cheeks from embarrassment, no remorse at letting the thoughts in my head come tumbling out in a public way. No, I only felt the shock and rage an only child would when she learned her parents were moving without so much as an “Oh, by the way.” Because, seriously—who does that? 

Even from across the room, the tic in my father’s jaw was visible, but like that ever stopped me. Or should I say, stopped my mouth.

“Paris,” I said again, and then shook my head in disbelief. “Were you going to leave a note for me with the butler?”

“Don’t be silly, Paige,” my mother said, smiling and waving me off with her hand. “We’re taking him with us.”

…Do you see what I have to deal with?

“Music,” my father called out to the conductor before I could say more of what was on my mind. Which, at the moment, was nothing but expletives. 

As the orchestra kicked up a rousing selection from Mozart’s The Marriage of Figaro, a heavy arm went around my shoulders, yet again, and then Dawson’s lazy drawl was in my ear. 

“Cheer up, love. Just think—no more awkward family dinners to endure.”

I crossed my arms as I watched the strangers I called my parents shake hands and receive cheerful congrats from their friends. “Unless they force me to attend by sending a private jet, you mean.”

“Most people would be thrilled at that prospect. Paris, private jets, a whole country of untapped men…”

I shot a glare his way. “This is shitty, and you know it.”

His hands went up in the surrender position, just as his parents came up beside us. 

Mr. and Mrs. Dawson. If ever there were Leave It To Beaver parents made reality, it was these two. That was, if the Beavers were worth a few billion dollars, lived in Beverly Hills, and ran a conglomerate of entertainment venues and companies.

“Paige, it’s so nice to see you,” Dawson’s mom, Gail, said, wrapping me in a hug. She was a small woman, and I had to bend down to her level, but her hugs had always felt like a safe place, and tonight’s was no different. She rubbed the space between my shoulder blades, and some of the tension my parents’ revelation had caused seemed to ease. “If I’d known you had no idea, I would’ve said something before,” she said, giving me an extra squeeze before letting go. 

“No, you shouldn’t have to do that,” I said, trying for a smile. It didn’t work. 

Gail squeezed my hand. “I’m sure with all the chaos surrounding the move and the party that it must’ve slipped their minds.”

“You don’t have to defend them anymore. I know how they work by now.” Yeah, twenty-nine years and slipping down on that priority list one rung at a time.

Dawson’s father, Charles, placed his hand on my shoulder, and his eyes were full of concern. “You know you’re welcome at our home anytime. Don’t let Richard here keep you away.” 

“Thanks, Mr. D,” I said, lifting up on my toes to give him a hug. Dawson definitely got his height and strong build from his father, and if genetics were anything to go by, he’d also end up strikingly good-looking, like his dad, once he hit his sixties. 

Guyliner notwithstanding.

“Can we get you anything?” Gail asked, eyeing my empty martini glass. “Some food? Water?”

I shook my head. “I’m good, thanks. I plan to get good and liquored up, maybe toilet-paper a few party guests. The usual.”

Charles and Gail looked at Dawson with similar expressions that said don’t you dare let her do any of that, and by the way he gave the smallest of nods, it looked like I’d have a babysitter this evening. 

A babysitter. In Vegas. 

Greaaaaaat.

“Good to see you both, but if you’ll excuse me,” I said, turning away and heading for the bar. I got about two steps before Dawson reached out and pulled me back to him. 

“Oh, no you don’t.” 

“Oh, yes I do. I’ve got an alcohol quota to fill, and I’ve never let my liver down. I don’t plan on starting now.”

“I’m not saying you can’t. I’m saying not here.”

“Why? Afraid I’ll show my ass?”

A sly smile lifted the corners of Dawson’s lips. “That, love, is nothing I’d be afraid of.”

Something in the way he said that, and the way his gaze was steady on mine, caused my heartbeat to trip, like I’d stumbled into an unexpected pothole in the road. I opened my mouth to let loose a sassy retort, but when nothing came out, I frowned. And that only served to make Dawson’s smile grow wider. 

Wanker bastard.

“A word, if I may,” came my father’s thunderous voice behind us, and I flinched momentarily before squaring my shoulders. As I turned to face him, I noticed the way Dawson stayed close, his hand moving from my arm to the small of my back. No doubt he wished he had me on a leash right now in case I made any sudden moves, like gouging eyeballs and crushing nuts. Though that was probably more up Quinn’s alley than mine, if she was the ninja assassin we all joked she was. Note to self: ask Quinn to give us all self-defense lessons.

I stared up at the man with the same cerulean eyes as mine and wondered if it could be remotely possible that he wasn’t my father, but merely some animatronic replacement designed to look a lot like the real thing. That could be the only explanation for the heartless way he went about treating his only daughter, right? 

I know, I know. It’s too early for the daddy-doesn’t-love-me spiel.

Giving him as fake a smile as I could muster, I said, “I suppose you may.”

He crossed his arms and lowered his chin, assuming what I’d always called his “stern parental stance.” 

“You embarrassed your mother and me tonight,” he said, inclining his head toward my mother, who was standing nearby, smiling and laughing freely with the L.A. mayor’s wife. Yeah, she looked horrified, all right. 

“Liles,” he said, snapping his fingers, and when my mother looked up and caught his expression, she quickly joined his side. 

“Oh, Paige, don’t be upset. You’ll love Paris,” my mother said. “We’ve already been invited to dine with the prime minister, and his son is about your age. Perhaps we could arrange—”

I waved my hands and shook my head vehemently. They’d officially lost their minds. “No. Hell no. I’m not going to visit you, I’m not dining with prime ministers, and I’m sure as fuck not letting you arrange a date to further your interests.”

“Paige,” my mother said in surprise, just as my father hissed out, “That’s quite enough.”

Maybe it was what people refer to as a psychotic break. Maybe it’d just been twenty-nine years of neglected bullshit, or maybe, just maybe, there was more vodka swirling around in my bloodstream than I’d realized, because I lost control of all the fucks I had to give. 

“Quite enough?” I echoed, and louder, “Quite enough? Hah! No, quite enough happened when I was six and you packed your dog instead of your daughter for the family vacation to Telluride and I had to spend two weeks with the housekeeper. Or when I was eight and you told me Santa wasn’t real and handed me your credit card to, and I quote, ‘buy my own damn presents from now on.’”

My father’s face had gone tomato red. “Paige—” 

“Oh, and let’s not forget about the fact that you were so disappointed that I was a girl that when I was born, you handed me back to the nurse and offered to pay under the table to, and I quote, ‘switch me for a son.’”

Dawson’s hand went to my waist, pulling me back so I didn’t go any further, and then he whispered my name in warning, an attempt to curb my mouth, but there was no way I was stopping now. 

“Oh, Dawson, I can’t go without reminding them about the time I caught Mom licking powdered sugar off the pool boy’s abs.” I feigned a big smile and gave my mom a nudge. “Not really sure if I’m dad’s biological kid, are ya?”

Gasps echoed around the room. 

“Aaand we’re leaving,” Dawson said, and before I knew he was going to do it, he had me over his shoulder, fireman-style, and was heading for the exit. I didn’t even bother putting up a protest. I was ready to get the hell out of there. 

“Have fun in Paris, everyone,” I called out as Dawson picked up the pace. “I hope you all choke on escaaargooooot!”

“Jesus, Paige,” Dawson said under his breath, as I bounced along his backside, my middle fingers raised high while we made our way through the crowd of gawking onlookers. The looks on their faces were priceless. It made me wish I could stick around to hear them talk about how “scandalous that Traynor-Ashcroft girl is.”

What a bunch of kiss-ass prudes. KISS-ASS PRUDES, I SAY.

Once we were out the door, Dawson didn’t stop, but kept going down the long hall that would eventually lead to the casino floor. “You know, this is a perfect example of why I call you Pita.”

“Why? Because I stick up for myself? Because I call people out when they’re assholes? Because I have fucking balls of steel?” 

One of the bellhops we passed stopped in his tracks at my admission, and stared at me with wide eyes. 

“What?” I asked. “You wanna see my steel balls? Dawson, put me down so I can show him.”

Instead of doing what I asked, he delivered a firm slap to my ass in an effort to shut me up. Hmm. He gave a good ass slap. I wondered if he did the same in—

Whoaaaaa, buddy. Nope. Uh-uh. Not going there. I squeezed my eyes shut and pictured my celebrity crush, David Garrett, in an attempt to rid myself of that visual. 

There. Better. 

When I opened my eyes and it became clear Dawson wasn’t stopping anytime soon, I sighed and then flipped off a few more people we passed. ’Cause why the hell not. 

Once we passed the first of the slot machines, I lifted up slightly and called over my shoulder, “You can put me down now.”

“We’re still within ten thousand feet of your parents, so I’m not taking my chances.”

“I’m gonna vomit down your Lanvin suit.”

“Yeah, okay, this is far enough.” Dawson bent down, and as I slid off his shoulder, he held my waist firm. I gripped his arms as the room swayed, struggling to get my bearings. 

He cupped my chin and tilted my head up, and then his eyes searched mine. “Are you okay?”

“Um…” A response was on the tip of my tongue, but nothing came out. What the hell was wrong with me? It was the second time in a matter of minutes that my brain was not communicating with my mouth. I rubbed my temples. “I think…all the blood…rushed to my head.” 

As soon as I spoke the words, the room stopped moving. But he was close, too close, and I stepped back, out of his arms.

“Sorry about that. I figured it was the fastest way to get you out of there before they shipped you off to a psych ward.”

“Promises, promises,” I muttered.

Dawson shoved his hands into the pockets of his tailored pants and cocked his head to the side. 

“So,” he said.

“So.”

“Want me to take you upstairs to your room?”

I couldn’t help it. I burst out laughing. “Smooth, Romeo. Real smooth.”

“I meant so you could lie down, not so I could fuck you. But if you insist—”

He made a move toward me, and I took a step back. “Whoa, whoa, don’t get it up over there. First of all, I’m fine, and second, I’m not staying here.”

“Let me guess. Staying in the same hotel as your parents is still too close for comfort.”

I touched my nose and pointed at him. “Bingo.”

“Then we’ll go to yours.”

“What’s this we business?”

“I know how much you’ve been looking forward to spending a night together like old times, so I’m happy to oblige you. Tonight, anyway.”

Stifling a laugh, I began to back away. “No, no. There’s no we tonight. There’s an I and a you, and both of those are going their separate ways. Bang a bachelorette, remember? I’ve got my own cock to catch.” Turning on my heel, I headed for the closest exit that would take me out to the Strip, but I could feel him trailing me. Whatever. He’d lose interest as soon as some hooched-out sex kitten caught his eye.

























CHAPTER TWO

Low on Fucks, High on (a Good) Time




AS I HEADED out of the Bellagio’s front exit, the chilly evening air took me by surprise. The sun had gone down in the hours I’d wasted inside, and I cursed the lack of a jacket—it was still hanging over the chair I’d left it on, and there was no way in hell I was going back to the party. 

I kept moving, and every now and again, when we’d get caught in the crowd, Dawson would brush up against my back, letting me know he wasn’t going anywhere. 

“You’re wasting your time following me,” I said over my shoulder.

“I’m coming with you. There’s a difference.”

“That might prove dangerous. I’ve got my Taser and I’m not afraid to use it.”

“Where’s it stored, love? In that sexy cleavage of yours, or maybe up underneath this handkerchief you call a skirt—” 

Dawson’s fingertips trailed up the back of my bare thigh, and I jumped. As I slapped his hand away, my hip grazed the low wall surrounding the Fountains of Bellagio, and he took the opportunity to cage me in against it. His eyes glimmered something dangerous, and I understood then how his game worked. How so many fell under his spell. “This would be a lot easier if you didn’t fight it,” he said.

Hell-o. His nickname for me was Pita, short for “pain in the ass,” which was also a take on my initials, so if that wasn’t a reminder that I wasn’t the type to lie down and take it, then I wasn’t about to sit there and explain it.

“Oh, Dick. Despite what your parents commissioned you to do, I don’t need you to be my guardian. In fact, I’d prefer it if you found another skirt to harass.” 

“I like yours just fine.” His lips tilted up into a lazy grin. “So, where were you going?” 

“Wherever the wind takes me.”

“Okay, clarification: where are you staying?” 

He was nuts if he thought I was gonna willingly hand over that info. Dawson and I had a relationship that spanned back since we were kids living next door to each other, and though we’d been best friends back then, things between us had been strained for years. The past couple, in particular, had him showing up at the most random times exactly where I was. My friends had always teased that there was something more there between us, but they were wrong. It was more of a one-upping type of relationship—as in, who was the more in-demand singleton, and who could score the bigger fish in the large pond of L.A.’s eligible bachelors and bachelorettes. I’d like to say my conquests far exceeded his, but truth be told, we were probably neck and neck. And didn’t that just aggravate the shit out of me.

I crossed my arms and stared at him, unwilling to tell him what he wanted to know, but Dawson stared right back, waiting me out. 

Ohhhh, not this game. I’d win every time. 

A minute passed, then two, but I stood my ground, even as the wind blew up my skirt and I began to shiver from the cold. Hypothermia wasn’t a great look on me, but my pride was worth more, so I would stand there even when I turned the color of a Smurf.

Another minute passed, and when it was clear I wouldn’t budge, Dawson sighed. 

“All right, come on.” He grabbed my hand in a grip that wouldn’t let go, and headed back down the sidewalk as I reluctantly let him drag me along. Once we hit the crowd making their way up and down Las Vegas Boulevard, he made a right. 

He’s not going to leave me alone tonight, is he… “Where are we going?” I asked, but it was a wasted question. He led us into the Cosmopolitan entrance and headed straight for the Chandelier bar, a three-level monstrosity that was encased in beaded curtains of crystal. 

Thank fuck. I’d never have admitted it to him, but another couple of minutes and icicles would’ve formed in my nose.

When we’d commandeered a couple of barstools, Dawson quickly scanned the menu laid out on the bar, and then said, “She’ll have the Monkey’s Uncle, and I’ll have the Montague.”

“Hey, I can order my own damn drink,” I said.

Dawson cocked his head to the side as he and the bartender watched and waited while I perused the menu. And…shit. I was a sucker for anything with Nutella.

“I’ll have the Monkey’s Uncle,” I mumbled, and Dawson smiled victoriously. 

I rolled my eyes. “Oh, get that smug look off your face. It just means I’ve become too predictable and need to switch things up. But…tomorrow.”

“Pita, the last thing anyone would ever call you is predictable. No need to change your alcohol preferences just to spite me.”

“That’s exactly why I should do it.”

“That hurts. And here I thought we’d bond tonight.”

“As long as by bonding, you don’t mean horizontally.”

He waggled his eyebrows. “Always a first time for everything.”

“Jesus.” 

As our drinks were set in front of us, Dawson slid his card across the bar, and I didn’t put up a protest. If he was forcing himself on me like a leech, it might as well be on his dime, am I right?

My hands were still numb from the cold, and I rubbed them together like two sticks trying to start a fire, and when that didn’t work fast enough, I blew out hot breaths of air onto them. The downside to dressing to attract the opposite sex was that there was a very real possibility you might freeze to death before you got them into your bed.

“Let me,” Dawson said, and before I could ask what he meant, he’d taken his jacket off and placed it around my shoulders. The warmth of it had the trembling in my arms immediately slowing to a stop, my body relaxing, and when he sat back down, he took both of my hands in his. My first instinct had been to pull away, and I did, but Dawson’s fingers tightened around mine, refusing to let go. 

“Don’t be a stubborn ass,” he said, rubbing my hands between his large ones. “Get warm and then you can go back to telling me to get lost.”

I frowned, but couldn’t deny that it felt good. The heat, of course, not the feel of his hands on mine. 

“How are you so warm? You’re not a shifter, are you?” I asked, thinking back to a scene from a movie Shayne had made me see with her where a werewolf guy kept this human girl warm in front of her vampire boyfriend. Titillating stuff.

“A what?”

“Never mind.” The feeling was coming back into my fingers, and this time when I pulled away, he let me. “Thanks, I think I’m good now.”

“Keep that,” he said when I reached up to pull his jacket off.

“I don’t think so.”

“Would you rather sit there and freeze?”

“Yes.”

“Liar.”

I opened my mouth to object, and he pointed to the drink that had just been set in front of me. 

“The faster you drink, the warmer you’ll feel,” he said. “Leave it on until then.”

Couldn’t deny that logic. 

My lips tipped up as I lifted the sweet banana, cream, and Nutella concoction to my lips. “You’re a bossy little fucker, aren’t you.”

“Bossy fucker, yes. Little, no.”

“Ahh, so that’s what it is. I knew it wasn’t your sparkling personality attracting the masses, so my guess was either you’re a master in hypnosis or you’ve got a nine-inch dick.”

Dawson laughed, shaking his head. There was amusement in his eyes as he leaned in, close enough that I could feel his hot breath on my neck, and said, “Nine and a half, love.” Then he straightened and picked up his drink. “But who’s counting?”

“Bullshit. I was joking.”

“Come back to my room and I’ll let you count.” His eyes dropped to my lips. “With your mouth.”

A groan escaped my lips. “Oh my God. You are so fucking full of yourself. How many girls actually fall for the stuff that comes out of your mouth?”

“What can I say? I learned from the best,” he said, inclining his head toward me.

“Me? You’re saying you learned arrogance and the art of wheeling and dealing that so-called nine-and-a-half-inch cock from me?”

“You are the best at tempting men to their fates, are you not?”

“To say nothing of my skills with a strap-on.”

Dawson’s eyes widened slightly, his lips forming a small O as he soaked in that visual. There wasn’t much that could shock either of us, but I supposed he’d never considered how far I was willing to go on occasion to assert my female-on-top status. The next reaction would determine whether it crossed his line of comfort or whether he was intrigued.

“Fuck me,” he said, and I smirked. 

So he was intrigued. And why that sent an unexpected thrill zipping down my spine, I had no idea. Maybe it was the thought of riding a man comfortable with his sexuality, who had a clear “anything goes” mentality in the bedroom, that turned me on. Maybe it was the alcohol turning my brain stupid.

Or maybe I’d lost my damn mind.

“Why, Dawson, surely that’s not an offer.”

“It’s whatever you want it to be.” 

The look in his eyes dared me to take him up on his proposition, but I knew better than to do a silly thing like that. There was too much history there, good and bad, to ever open up to Dawson again. Not that I ever had in a sexual way, of course, but in the vulnerable way of myself that I’d locked up good and tight years ago. 

 So, I did the only thing I could. I changed the subject.

“I will never understand how our parents are friends,” I said, running my finger around the lip of the glass. “Yours are so nice and…well, normal. They actually like each other.”

Dawson’s eyebrows went up at the abrupt change in conversation, and after a beat, he shrugged. “It’s not unheard of to be married to someone you like. Or love.”

“I beg to disagree.”

“Ahh, yes. The wedding planner who hates marriage. You’re quite the contradiction, aren’t you, Pita?”

“Hey, if people want to ruin their lives by throwing a big party to tie their lives together forever and ever, that’s their problem. And since that means I get to shop with their money, it’s a win-win.”

“I hear what you’re saying, but I think we both know the reason you got into the business.”

“And what’s that?”

“To give a big, fat ‘fuck you’ to your father.”

Laughing, I nodded. “Can’t say you’re wrong about that. He was so hoping I’d follow his footsteps and go into big-money real estate.”

“Hmm. You do have the ability to convince people to do whatever it is you want them to, but I can’t see you working for your old man.”

“Me either. And truth be told, weddings weren’t my first choice. I had my heart set on divorce shebangs, but there’s not nearly enough money in those after prenups.”

“Well, if you manage to influence the whole of Los Angeles with your anti-marriage rhetoric and find yourself without a job, you know we’ll welcome you with open arms,” Dawson said.

I pursed my lips, tossing that backup plan around as a just-in-case. Dawson and his parents co-owned Dawson Global Entertainment, which owned some of the biggest sports and concert venues in the world. As much as I joked that Dawson didn’t do a damn thing, he was, in fact, the schmoozer who got the deals made. Sort of impressive. Maybe. A little. 

“That’s not a terrible offer,” I said. “I suppose the perks of meeting Madonna or the LA Galaxy on a regular basis is a pretty good perk. I mean, it doesn’t really compare to chasing down drunken bridesmaids, but…”

He narrowed his eyes. “You could already have those perks whenever you want them.”

“Yeah, yeah,” I said, waving him off. I wasn’t about to call in any favors with Richard Dawson; he might ask for something I wasn’t willing to give in return.

As if he could read my thoughts, he shook his head and tossed back the remainder of his drink. “My parents would be just as accommodating, Pita.” He caught the bartender’s eye and indicated another round.

“I know they would,” I said, and then followed Dawson’s lead by draining the rest of my glass. “What the hell did you do so right in this life that you ended up with kickass parents? They would never run off and leave you. I bet they think the sun shines out of your ass.”

“They think it shines out of yours too, though I’m baffled as to why at this moment.” As the refreshed drinks were set in front of us, Dawson said, “Could we also get two rounds of Goldschläger? Thanks.”

“Whoa, whoa, whoa. No. Absolutely not.”

Dawson swiveled on the chair to face me. “What exactly are you objecting to?”

“Gee, where do I start. First, you can’t sit here anymore. We’ve had our nice-nice catchup chat, but you’re a cockblock and you know it.”

“I see. Yes, you seem to be fighting so many options…” he said, looking around the room, where it seemed everyone was involved in conversation, no perusing to be had. His lips twisted like he was trying to fight back a smile. “And the second?”

“You know what happens when I drink Goldschläger. So, no. I’m absolutely not doing a shot. Not with you, not by myself, and not with the sex machine that will be sitting in that seat when you move your ass.”

When the bartender came back with the order, Dawson picked up one of the squat glasses filled with flecks of gold in a clear liquid and leaned in toward me, a wicked gleam in his eyes. “Who said these were for you, love?” Then he threw back the first shot, the strong cords in his throat taut, and—

Wait, ew, stop. That I even noticed had a shudder racking through me. At least that was what I was telling myself had caused the shiver.

“All right,” I said, and even to my ears, my voice sounded huskier than usual. I cleared my throat. “You’re good and liquored up. You can move on now.”

“I’ll do no such thing,” he said, pushing the shot of cinnamon schnapps in my direction. 

“Absolutely not.” I pushed the shot back toward him.

“Yes, ma’am. Get to it.”

“You’re off your ass if you think I’m gonna drink that shit.”

“Humor me.”

“No.”

“Please?”

“Nope.”

“I’m gonna wear you down.”

I laughed. “You can try, but you’ll get tired of waiting, and then that brunette over there will swing her hips in your direction and you’ll be powerless to resist. She’ll do these shots, you’ll get your fill, and all will be right in the world.”

When Dawson gave a listless shrug and said, “Eh,” I narrowed my eyes. 

“What?” I said. “Don’t tell me you’re getting bored with the game.”

“Are you finally admitting there is a game?” His eyes gleamed with challenge, like he’d been waiting for me to confess to a crime and the moment of truth had finally come. The intensity of his gaze unnerved me, and I looked away. 

“If I do this stupid shot, will you leave me alone?” I asked.

“Maybe. Maybe not. Only one way to find out.”

“Dawson—”

“You seem to be holding back from me for some reason,” he said, his head angled to the side and his gaze roving over my face. “Not sure what I did to deserve the caution, but let’s remember we used to be friends.”

“Friends shmends,” I mumbled, rubbing my forehead. When a couple of tendrils escaped my ever-loosening updo, I sighed. Great. Hot mess alert.

“Come on, Paige,” Dawson said, and reached out to finger one of the loose curls before tucking it behind my ear. “Don’t be scared. For one night, let loose with me.” 

Did he say scared? Me? Scared? Of Dawson? Absofuckinlutely not. No, I wasn’t about to let him win whatever mind game this was, so I did what any woman in my position that wanted to prove a man wrong would do. 

I took the goddamn shot.

And the heat that flowed through my veins and had my body relaxing was so welcome that, five minutes later, I took another.

A half-hour later, I was facing Dawson with his legs on either side of mine to keep me steady on my barstool, and I had to admit, I was feeling juuuuuust fiiiine. 

Slapping my hand on the bar, I continued raving about how amazing I’d be at marriage should I choose to do something that stupid. Which I wouldn’t. Ever. But it still had to be said. “I mean, come on. I’d be the best wife eveeerrrr. I’d let him have time with his buddies and go golfing or play polo or whatever it is rich husbands do in their spare time. There’d be mouthwatering food on the table because I’m basically Martha fucking Stewart, and I would always make sure his…needs were met.”

Dawson’s lips curved. “Oh, would you? You’d attend to his needs every day?”

“Every day?” I snorted. “More like at least three times a day.”

“Really.”

“At a minimum. Extra time for good behavior.” When Dawson arched an eyebrow, I put my drink down. “What? I’m a giving kind of person. I do for others. And…well, maybe I’m a hungry girl.”

“You’re something, all right.”

“Something good?” I teased.

Dawson chewed the inside of his lip as his eyes wandered over my face, and didn’t answer right away. But whatever he found must not have been too bad, because a slow smile crept across his face. “Yeah, Pita. Something real good.”

Stomach. Fucking. Flip.

Another shot later, and we’d taken to getting better acquainted with our “now” selves with rapid-fire Q&As.

“Hottest one-night stand you’ve ever had?” 

“A lady never spills her secrets,” I said, and simulated zipping my lips shut and tossing away the key.

Dawson’s gaze swept around the room, and then his lips twitched. “I don’t recall seeing a lady at this bar.” 

That was worthy of a knee punch. “Ass. Least favorite foreplay dessert?” 

“Honey, hands down. That stuff should be used to wax the body, not be eaten off the body.”

My head fell back as I laughed, and I didn’t realize the rest of me was also falling backward until Dawson’s strong arm wrapped around my waist. And for that moment, with me helpless in his grasp and almost nose to nose, I realized how potent his charm could be. Funny, it’d been so long since we’d hung out that I’d forgotten.

“Careful there, Pita,” he said, chuckling as he pulled me back up onto my stool, though I knew he wasn’t any better off than I was. He’d gotten the hiccups twice already. 

“Thanks,” I breathed out, waiting for my head to stop swimming. 

“How long’s it been since we’ve done this?” he asked, his forehead scrunching as he seemed to search his brain archives. “Junior year of college, right?”

“Kami’s Halloween party, sophomore year,” I replied without hesitation, and when it registered five seconds later what I’d said, my smile fell. 

Dawson’s eyes shot to mine. “That’s…specific.”

“Good memory, I guess.” It took me three tries to get the straw between my lips so I could suck some more of the sweet liquor out of my glass, which turned out to be a good thing, because it helped me completely avoid looking at him. I had no idea where that bit of info had come from and why I’d said it out loud, but I wasn’t about to bring up why that night was so ingrained in my head and why he wouldn’t remember. Everything between us had changed in the span of those few hours, and the fact that he hadn’t ever wondered why stung a little. 

Come on, I’m only human, and I said a little, not a lot, so don’t go accusing me of someone who wears all her emotions on her sleeve like some sentimental sap. Because I’m not. At all. Even if those memories had my chest starting to ache in a way that wasn’t familiar. 

I rubbed my breastbone, as if that would ease the pang. Where had those thoughts come from?

That strange flippy thing went off in my stomach again.

Lucky timing had the bartender setting another round of shots in front of us, and as I picked mine up, a bit of the liquor spilled over the lip of the full glass onto my fingers. 

“What should we cheers to this time?” I asked, switching my glass to my other hand so I could lick off the excess. Dawson’s eyes followed the movement, and I felt the heat of his gaze everywhere. And I do mean fucking everywhere.

You’re treading on dangerous territory, Paige, the small voice in my head warned, but I didn’t need my conscience telling me what I already knew. Hell, I’d known walking out of the Bellagio earlier that going anywhere with the man opposite me was going to lead me to places I knew better than to venture to, but I’d done it anyway. Couldn’t blame the alcohol for that—I never did anything I didn’t want to, even inebriated. Which meant…

Dawson lifted his glass. “To a night of pleasant surprises.”

“To pleasant surprises,” I agreed, and then drained my shot.
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CHAPTER THREE

That’s What You Get

(For Waking Up in Vegas)




THE FIRST THING I noticed when I woke up the next morning—was it morning?—was the pounding in my head. Wait, was that in my head or was someone at the door? I tried to lift my neck, but it felt like someone was pushing it back down. Yep, the hammering was definitely inside my brain.

But there was another muffled noise that sounded faintly like my ringtone. I reached out and patted down the sheets next to me, searching for the source. Nope, it was coming from somewhere else. Peeling my eyes open, I groaned, and then squinted in the darkened room. It was empty other than myself, thank God, and the tiniest sliver of golden light peeking through the curtains told me it was later than I’d originally thought. 

The ringing stopped and I waited for it to start back up again, but it stayed silent. Where the hell had I put that blasted thing, and why couldn’t I remember? 

Crawling over to the edge of the bed, I peered down and frowned. With the way my whole body ached like I’d been in a high-speed collision, I’d fully expected to see my hotel room in complete disarray, which would be normal for what my housekeeper referred to as “Hurricane Paige after a night out.” But everything looked in order—eerily so. Clothes usually landed wherever I stripped them off, but the dress I’d worn last night was laid neatly over the back of a corner chair, and on the floor beside it, my heels waited expectantly for me to slip them back on. My suitcase wasn’t sprawled open like I’d left it, but neatly zipped and pushed against the closet door.

Um…was I in the right room?

I sat up in the bed and took a better look around. Plush drapes in alternating shades of red and grey. The picture of a seriously short miniskirt across from the wall-size window that, if the curtains were open, would look out over Las Vegas. The shower wasn’t running, so no one in a towel would be popping out to surprise me, which was a good thing, because I was very naked between these sheets. Yeah, it looked like the suite I’d checked into two days ago, all right, but I couldn’t have told you how I’d gotten there. The last thing I remembered was…making a scene at my parents’ anniversary party. Dawson carrying me out like some sort of fireman hero. What else? Chandelier bar and shots with—

Shit. Oh shit shit motherfucking shit. 

Shots. With Dawson. Goldschläger bombs of hell, which never failed to wipe my memory of anything that happened while that poison was still in my body. 

But…we didn’t…there was no way we…

I jerked my head toward the other side of the bed for the evidence that he’d been here, but the sheets were tucked in neatly on that side, there was nothing on the nightstand, no wayward men’s shoes or socks or clothes or anything to indicate I hadn’t been alone since I got here.

Breathing a sigh of relief, I kicked the covers off and went to stand up, but the movement sent a wave of dizziness crashing over me, and I had to reach for the nightstand to help me plop my ass back down on the mattress. I kicked against something pushed up against the nightstand, and when I looked down, I saw that someone had set my purse there.

I say someone because I would never put my purse on the ground; a purse on the floor is money out the door, as the saying goes. And, being a fan of money, I’d go out of my way to make sure it was on high ground. 

My phone went off again, and this time I could tell exactly where the sound was coming from. I tossed the Hermès on the bed and rifled through it until I found my cell. A picture of Ryleigh lit up the screen, and as I hit the answer button, I grabbed the pillows next to me, piling them against the headboard so I could lean against them. When I collapsed onto the fluffy cushions, a familiar puff of men’s cologne filled my nose, and my body seized. 

“About time you answered, you slutbagging whore,” Ryleigh said when the line connected, but I couldn’t seem to force sound out of my mouth. 

No. No, please tell me I didn’t…

Turning my head toward the pillow, I took in a deep breath, because surely I’d just imagined what I—

Oh holy fuck. Uh, I hadn’t imagined it. The scent was strong—and there was no mistaking L’Homme YSL…all the fuck over my bed.

“Paige? You there?”

A flash of a memory hit me like I’d been Tasered, an image of legs tangled, rolling in white sheets…these sheets… I sprang up and sucked in a breath. 

Oh my God. What happened last night? 

“Are you there? Are you okay?”

“No,” I said, covering my eyes as if that would block out what was in my head. No such luck. “I mean, yes, I’m okay.”

“There you are,” she said, sounding relieved. “For a hot minute I thought you’d been abducted and were trying to give me a sign of where to send the police.”

“No, it must be a…bad connection or something.” Another memory—the feel of threading my fingers through his long hair… I squeezed my eyes shut in an attempt to block out what I knew to be impossible. There was no way I’d done that, and definitely not with him. I was hallucinating. Someone slipped something in my drink. Or I’d had too much Goldschläger, and—

Oh dammit. I’d had Goldschläger. The bowels of hell itself couldn’t have been more horrifying. 

“…and I wanted to run it by you,” Ryleigh finished, but I couldn’t have guessed at what she’d been saying. 

“Uh, sorry, could you repeat that?”

There was a pause. “You sure you’re all right? If this is a bad time, I can call back.”

“No, it’s fine, really. I just had a late night. What’s up?” Other than the fact that I might’ve slept with enemy number one. 

“Oh, that’s right, you’re working. I’ll call when you get back to L.A.—”

“Ryleigh. Spit it out.”

“Okay, okay,” she said, over the sound of chattering in the background and fifties music, which meant she was at Licked. I made myself focus on what she was saying and not the…other distractions. I’d think about that later. 

“I got a call this morning that Heather broke her leg skiing at Keystone over the weekend, which means I’m down a server for the next few weeks. I’ve already scheduled time off for the rest of the girls, and I hate to backtrack on that, so I thought I’d see— Shit, hang on.” She pulled the phone away. “No, we can’t serve the Blue Balls sundae today,” I heard her say. “Why not? Because Amber accidentally added red food coloring and now they’re purple, that’s why. So unless we want to do a one-day special and call it Kicked in the Groin…hold up. That’s not a bad idea. A pretty damn good one, actually… Go add it to the board and tell the others.” Then she came back on the line. “Sorry, Paige, I— Wait, hang on again. Hey—don’t forget the brown sprinkles,” she called out. “All right, I’m back.”

“Brown sprinkles on bruised balls for dessert? Classy, Ry.” I chuckled, and then winced when the movement sent a shot of pain through my skull. 

“Don’t pretend like you wouldn’t be all over that if you were here. If anyone appreciates a good groin kick, it’s you.”

I smiled at her words and thought of the time just last week when I’d had to pull that move out after an ass-groping while I’d been walking into the Roosevelt. My friends knew me well. “True. So, what is it you need my help with?”

Ryleigh blew out a breath. “You mentioned the other day that you knew of a couple girls looking for internships.”

“Yeah…”

“Well, I need them. Pretty please. If they’re still free.”

“Of course. I’ll touch base with them and—” 

The sound of a keycard beeping cut my words off, and then my hotel room door opened. I watched, stunned, as Dawson came striding inside with a large brown bag on his arm and a full coffee carrier. He smiled when he saw me, although he didn’t look surprised to see me still in bed, mouth hanging wide open. 

“Good morning, love,” he said, setting the bag labeled Fuel Cafe on the desk. As he began to unload the contents, he winked at me over his shoulder. “I thought you could use some caffeine after last night.”

Oh…my…God. 

My eyes felt like they were going to pop out of my head, especially when I noticed that although his shoulder-length hair was damp, as though he’d recently showered, he was still dressed in his clothes from last night. His more-than-slightly rumpled clothes from last night…

“Paige, is that Dawson?” Ryleigh asked. “Why is he in your room?”

“Uh…” I sputtered, my mind completely obliterated. 

“And what does he mean by ‘last night’? Did you guys—”

“Gotta go, Ry, call you later.” I hit the end button before she could say another word, and then, in case she called back, turned the thing completely off. When I looked up at Dawson, he was full-on grinning, but he wasn’t looking at me. No, his eyes were focused farther down, on my—

“Shit,” I said, yanking the sheet up to cover my naked body, and a low rumble of laughter left his throat. 

“A little late for modesty, don’t you think?” he asked, picking up one of the steaming coffee cups and coming forward to the side of the bed.

“You can’t sit,” I said, pointing at the door. “You’re not staying.”

“No? You gonna get up and make me leave?” He waggled his brows and then planted himself on the bed, holding the cup out for me to grab. 

“I don’t want that. I want to know what the hell you’re doing in here and how you got a key.”

Dawson spread himself out across the end of the bed and leaned his head against his fist. “I’m sure the answer to the first will come back to you soon enough, and as for the second—you gave it to me.”

I gave him my key? What the hell was this fuckery?

“No,” I said, shaking my head. “I didn’t do that. I wouldn’t do that.”

“Wouldn’t you? You don’t seem to know yourself very well, Pita. Perhaps I should remind you.” He leaned forward and tilted his head to the side, coming straight for my lips. 

He is not about to kiss me. There’s no way.

But he wasn’t stopping, and I had to let go of the hold I had on the sheet to hold out my hand and stop him from coming any farther.

“Explain what the hell is going on, or by God, I’ll use that plastic pastry knife on the appendage of yours you’re so fond of.”

A surprised laugh left Dawson’s throat, but it soon died out and a furrow formed on his brow. “You’re serious?” he asked.

“Do I look like I’m joking?”

He did another once-over, and I kept my body rigid and ready to attack if he tried any funny moves again. He noticed, and when his gaze met mine again, there was an expression there that seemed almost…sad. 

Sad? That couldn’t be right. Melancholy was not an emotion Dawson had ever experienced in his life. 

“I see,” Dawson said, and just as quickly as the look had come, it passed. “Well. What do you want to know?”

“What happened last night, for starters.”

“Okay.” He took a long sip of his coffee. “Let’s just say I took you up on your offer.”

“My offer? To…what? Make horrible decisions caused by an excessive amount of gold-flecked demon juice that was forced into my veins by a manwhoring narcissist and then black out?”

He nodded. “That would be the one.”

“That explains so much,” I said, my voice dripping with sarcasm. Then I asked the question I didn’t actually want to know the answer to. “You didn’t…I mean, we didn’t…did we? Tell me fast.”

“Really?” His expression turned to one of a wounded puppy. “You’re killing my ego here, Paige.”

“Is that a yes or a no?”

Dawson sighed and pushed off the bed, getting to his feet. Then his jacket came off, landing on the bed with a soft swish. Followed by him unbuttoning his shirt…

I held up my hand. “Stop right there. I didn’t say I wanted to get it on with you. I’m asking if we did. I appreciate the strip show, but you can keep your clothes on and Channing your Tatum some other time. Preferably in front of someone else.”

“You know as well as I do that you’ll want proof.” His shirt fell open, and he let it slide off his broad shoulders and fall to the floor. “So, I’m going to give it to you.”

I gulped, my eyes huge as I took in every sculpted inch of him. Jesus, you never knew what someone was hiding underneath. He hadn’t had abs like that nine years ago, had he? Sure, he’d been in shape, but…wow. No wonder the guy got around. I would too if my abs were cut from fucking granite.

“I don’t recall you being quite so silent last night,” he said, and after I forced my eyes away—before I started drooling—I scowled at him. 

“Getting naked doesn’t prove anything,” I said, trying to sound dismissive, though the reaction my body was having to his hadn’t escaped my notice. My skin felt like it was on fire, my pulse had kicked up, and there was no way I could deny the dull throb between my thighs that was growing stronger with every passing second. I also couldn’t deny that my body felt thoroughly used, which only ever happened after a marathon fuck sesh, and when Dawson turned around to show me his back, there was no doubt left in my mind as to what had happened last night. 

There were bright red lines that went from the top of his neck all the way down—someone’s nails had gotten to him in a desperate way in the last few hours, and I had a horrible feeling that someone was…

Me. 

Me.

Fuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuck. 

“Oh noooooo.” I moaned, my head dropping into my free hand. What the hell had I been thinking? I’d slept with my one-time best friend turned frenemy, or whatever he was, and I couldn’t even remember it? That wasn’t just horrifying—that was embarrassing. “How could you let us do that?” I said, peeking through my fingers to make sure Dawson was putting his shirt back on. He was. Thank baby Jesus. 

“You said, and I quote, ‘You leave without giving me at least three orgasms tonight, and I’ll make sure the claw marks down your back are permanent.’ I know a threat when I hear one, so I decided it’d be best to…exceed expectations. Several times.” 

When I gaped at him, Dawson’s lips turned up into a crooked grin. 

“You’re welcome, by the way,” he said. 

With a whimper, I thrust my cup into his hand and then burrowed under the covers. “This is not happening.”

“Come on, love, it was bound to. Even your girls placed bets on us.”

Ugh. I knew that part to be true. I’d been on the receiving end of relentless teasing and harassment from Quinn, Shayne, and Ryleigh for years. They were all convinced that one day I’d end up with Dirty Dick Dawson, and nothing I said could persuade them otherwise. At least they’d never find out about this—

Shiiiiiit. Ryleigh had heard him coming into my room, and no doubt she would tell the girls, and then they would know we—

“Damn you, Dick,” I yelled, covering my head with a pillow so that I could somehow drown out the reality of what had happened, but the stupid thing smelled just like him. I sat up and threw it at his head. 

“Oh, I’m back to Dick this morning?”

“What do you think?”

“Most women wouldn’t think that was so terrible. In fact, they’d probably demand an encore.”

“Not in a million fucking years.”

He responded by tugging the sheet down so it fell to my hips. “You think sleeping with me is the worst thing you could do?”

“I can’t imagine anything worse,” I said, yanking the cover back over me.

“There’s always something worse.”

I propped myself up on my elbow and my eyes turned to slits. “And what exactly is that supposed to mean?”

Dawson opened his mouth, shut it, and then shook his head. “Nothing. You should drink your coffee, Paige.”

“No. What did you mean by that? Did I do something worse?”

“Like…?”

“Did I go back to my parents’ party and hog-tie everyone?”

“You know how to do that?”

“Oh, for Christ’s sake. We obviously didn’t pull a Hangover moment and steal a tiger or vandalize our hotel room, and nobody got hitched, so I can’t imagine what could possibly be worse.”

Dawson hesitated. “That’s not…exactly…true.”

“You’re telling me there’s a tiger hiding in my bathtub?”

“Ehhh, not that one.”

I glanced around the immaculate room and pursed my lips. “Dawson.”

“Yes, Paige?”

“Are you trying to tell me you married a prostitute last night?”

He gave me a funny look. “I don’t think she’d call herself that.”

“Did we run into someone who needed a green card or something?”

“Christ, Pita—”

“Oh my God, is that it? Was I the best man or the maid of honor?”

Dawson gripped the back of his neck and threw a hand out in my direction. “It’s you, you pain in the ass.”

I lurched back like I’d been slapped, and then sat there, blinking. The laughter I expected to accompany his joke never came, but as the ridiculousness of what he’d just said sank in, I started to giggle, softly at first, and then full-blown laughter that had me doubling over. 

“You think this is funny?” he said, his eyebrows shooting up to his hairline.

I couldn’t wipe the tears that fell from laughing so hard fast enough from my face as I struggled to catch my breath, but still I couldn’t stop the fit. And the whole time, Dawson just kept watching me, his stance wide and arms crossed over his chest. He looked at me like he was waiting for some hint that I remembered what had really happened last night, and when his expression didn’t change, when he didn’t yell out “Gotcha!” or “Yes, there’s really a tiger in the bathroom,” my giggles slowed to a stop. 

He tilted his head to the side ever so slightly. “You finished?” 

No. What he’d said couldn’t be true. He’s lying, I thought, even as that small asshole of an inner voice whispered, Dawson’s not a liar.

I swallowed. “That’s…impossible,” I managed.

“Can’t be impossible if it’s true. And Paige…I’m not lying. Not even close.”

The silence between us lay thick, almost suffocating, as my brain worked a mile a minute trying to come up with a rational explanation for what happened last night that didn’t include me ending up with a ring on my finger. 

Oh God. A ring.

I whipped out my left hand from under the sheet and blew out a relieved sigh when there wasn’t a piece of jewelry anywhere to be seen. 

See? There was the proof. I’d never get married in the first place, but even on the 0.0000000001 percent chance I did, I certainly would not be saying any vows without a big-ass rock on my finger.

Holding up my hand, I said, “Nice try, Dick, but no dice. Thanks for letting me do some bodily damage to your back last night, but you can kindly see yourself out now.” 

“You wouldn’t let me buy a ring because, and this is another direct quote, ‘If it’s not from Tiffany’s, it’s not going on my finger,’ and since they were closed last night, you settled for an IOU.”

“I said Tiffany’s specifically?”

He nodded. “You did.”

“And I settled for an IOU? Honey, I don’t settle, and certainly not when we’re talking jewelry.”

He cupped his hands like a megaphone and leaned forward. “You. Did. Last. Night.”

“Gee, I guess we’d better go shopping, then,” I said.

Dawson gave a curt nod, as if to say thanks for finally seeing things my way, and then he pulled a bottle of water and a packet of ibuprofen out of the bakery bag and handed them to me. “Tiffany’s opened at ten, so as soon as you’re ready, we can go. There’s a couple nearby, one at the—”

“Stop,” I said, waving my hand in white-flag surrender. “Just stop. I don’t want to hear any more about some fake—”

He turned back to the desk, grabbed a sheet of paper from next to the bag, and then tossed it in my direction. 

I barely glanced at it after reading the words “Marriage Certificate,” and turned it around to face him. “All this tells me is that you’re psychotic and woke up early this morning to go buy a fake certificate of marriage to convince me that I made an incredibly dumb decision while under the influence.”

“Well, I’d show you the video, but I’m afraid it needs a bit of editing before we’ll get our copy.”

I huffed out a laugh. “Riiiight. Of course. Because it takes so much time to Photoshop my head onto some Vegas bride’s body as proof.”

Dawson shook his head. “I knew you’d be a hard sell, but it was easier to talk you into getting married than to remind you that you are.”

“I’m beginning to think you roofied me last night.”

“Not funny.”

“Lighten up, Dick.”

When he continued to frown, I decided to humor him—but I needed some damn clothes on first.

Throwing off the sheet, I scooted to the end of the bed and pushed myself to a standing position, and when the woozy hangover didn’t cause me to fall over, I went over to get my suitcase.

“Okay,” I said. “So, say we did get married. Give me all the juicy details.”

When Dawson didn’t immediately respond, I glanced over my shoulder to see his jaw slack and his gaze directly on my bare derriere. Well, then. 

“Dawson,” I said again, and his eyes snapped up to mine. “Details.”

“Huh? Oh…” He cleared his throat while I threw my suitcase on the bed and unzipped it. “Well, uh… Sorry, what did you want to know?”

I took out my favorite pair of ripped jeans and an oversized off-the-shoulder sweater, and reached for my red pumps before my aching feet had me grabbing my combat boots instead. 

“You can start by telling me where this supposed wedding took place.”

“It’s on the marriage certificate. The Little White Wedding Chapel a few blocks down,” he said, as he watched me get dressed. A few minutes ago I might’ve felt a little powerful that he hadn’t taken his eyes off me yet, but now? All I could think of was that I wanted to drown him in a vat of Goldschläger.

“Yes, but that doesn’t tell me anything. Was it a glamorous suite with a built-in waterfall, or some staid, churchlike setting, or, heaven forbid, one of those over-the-top Elvis rooms—”

“It was a drive-thru.”

My hand stilled on the button of my pants. “What did you say?”

“You couldn’t be bothered with getting out of the car, and you thought a drive-thru sounded like fun, so we decided to go through the Tunnel of Love instead.”

Surely I was hearing things, because it sounded like he said— “The Tunnel of Love? It sounds like we got fake-married at a fucking amusement park.”

He shrugged. “It’s world famous. And we didn’t get fake anything.”

“That’s the best you can come up with? That we got fake-married in a car…a car. Like that thing you drive. An automobile. A motor vehicle. A rust bucket with wheels.” I had to still be sleeping. That was the only plausible explanation for this. “Let me guess. This ‘car’ was actually a taxi.”

“Try a limo. And we didn’t get fake-married, Paige, we got—”

“Married for real. Yeah, yeah.” I put the edge of an elastic band in my mouth as I gathered my tangled mess of hair into a loose bun, and after I wrapped the band around twice, I opened my mouth to keep denying Dawson’s words, but then there it was—the flashes of Dawson, still in his midnight-blue suit, sans jacket, standing next to me in the sunroof in the back of a limo, repeating vows back to a woman with bright purple hair, pink lipstick, and a funny name. 

What the hell was that?

You know that intense feeling of dread you get in the pit of your stomach when you know something’s not quite right, and you want to ask because you will go nuts if you don’t know the whole truth and nothing but the truth, but at the same time you also don’t want to know because you’d rather stay oblivious, since the knowledge could rip your whole damn world wide apart? 

Yeah. I was right about there.

I sucked in a lungful of air, and when I exhaled, I said, “Um. There wasn’t a…Sally something Tit…ball…was there?” Please let me be hallucinating. Please let there have been some absinthe last night to account for this fuckery. I promise I’ll never drink gold devil dust again.

Dawson snatched the certificate off the bed and read from the top. “‘This is to certify that the undersigned, Justice Sally Sue Titball…’”

My eyes widened. “No. No, no, no…”

“‘…did on the fourth day of November join in lawful wedlock Richard James Dawson of Los Angeles, California and Paige Iris Traynor-Ashcroft of Los Angeles, California…’” 

“Oh God. Nooo—”

“‘…with their mutual consent, in the presence of…’”

“Mutual consent?”

“‘…and signed by Justice Sally Sue Titball in Clark County, state of Nevada.’”

“Fuuuuuuck, make it stop.”

Dawson lowered the paper. “Coming back to you now, isn’t it?”

“This isn’t happening,” I said, putting the heels of my hands over my eyes. Collapsing onto the edge of the bed, I hunched over, my elbows resting on my thighs as I attempted to block out what I knew was the truth. “I couldn’t be stupid enough to marry you. I just couldn’t.”

“There, there,” Dawson said, coming around the bed to sit beside me. His hand settled on my back and made what I assumed he meant to be soothing circles, but it only made me think of what I’d done to his back, and moved out of his reach. “Oh, cheer up, love. It could be worse.”

“I thought this was the worse scenario you were talking about.”

“Nah. You could be married to someone you hate.”

I glared at him. “I do hate you.”

“By worse I meant more along the lines of some-stranger-after-you-for-your-money-and-you-didn’t-sign-a-prenup kind of worse, not ‘I married my friend,’ which isn’t really that terrible in the grand scheme of things.”

Another glare. “Not that terrible according to whom? You may not be after my money, but we don’t even like each other. And the Tunnel of Love? Do you have any idea how tacky this is? I’m a wedding planner, for fuck’s sake. I don’t get married in drive-thrus.”

“You do now.” He didn’t even look contrite about that fact.

“How are you so calm about all this?”

“I suppose all those orgasms, a couple hours’ of sleep, and a pretty young thing to look at in the morning doesn’t sound quite so terrible in my book.”

“Dawson…” For once, I was speechless. He’d left me speechless, and I wasn’t the type to ever be silent. If what he said, and if what the pieces I could remember, were true, then nothing could’ve surprised me more. Telling me I’d gone streaking down the Strip? Sounded about right. Telling me I’d had a foursome with England’s hottest rugby players? No shock at all.

Telling me I got married, though? Unfuckingbelievable.

Even as I tried to comprehend what I’d done, my mind also went into Ms. Fix-it overdrive, calculating how soon this situation could be rectified, whom I needed to contact, how much damage I’d done, and how to make sure it stayed hidden from my parents. 

But the biggest problem wasn’t any of those things, and it wasn’t even the man in front of me. 

No, the biggest problem was:

How the hell was I going to tell the girls?

























CHAPTER FOUR

Pussycat’s Out of the Bag




“I SLEPT WITH Dawson.” The words were out of my mouth before I could think of a not-so-jarring way to say it, but let’s face it, it’s better to rip the Band-Aid off in one quick go, right? It wasn’t all the news I had to share, obviously, but I didn’t want anyone stroking out on me. Yet.

All three heads turned in my direction so fast that I’d be surprised if Shayne, Quinn, and Ryleigh didn’t suffer whiplash later from the move. 

I popped my shades on and leaned back in the sun lounger I’d commandeered by the North Pool. It was a warm seventy-five-degree day in November, so we’d decided on some girl time at Glen Ivy Hot Springs—our favorite outdoor spot for spa days and vitamin D. And after getting back from Las Vegas and reeling from the revelations of my drunken shenanigans there over the weekend, I damn well deserved a day of relaxation, and I’d all but forced the girls into taking a few hours off to join me. “Can someone pass me the fifteen oil, please?” 

When there was no response, verbal or otherwise, I opened my eyes to see all three staring at me with mouths hanging open. 

“You all look like you’re trolling for flies,” I said, and adjusted the towel behind my head. When there was still dead silence from the girls, I let out an exasperated breath. “Don’t act like you’re all that surprised. I’m sure Ryleigh filled you in when she heard him in my room, and I know you fuckers placed your bets on our hooking up. So who’s the winner?”

“I did no such thing,” Ryleigh said, her high brown ponytail going back and forth as she shook her head. “I was waiting to jump on you about it today.”

“How sweet of you,” I replied. 

Shayne’s face scrunched up beneath her wide-brimmed hat, an accessory that seemed redundant, since she was sitting in the shade of a huge umbrella. A long-sleeved willowy cover-up protected her fair skin, her wild red curls cascaded over her shoulders, and, I had to admit, Shayne definitely had a sweet and innocent look going on today. But trust me when I say that no one I hung out with could be accused of either of those things. “How do I live with you and I didn’t know this?”

“Surprise.”

“But…” Shayne looked at the other two and then back to me. “You hate him. You said he was a wanker on par with Daniel Cleaver in Bridget Jones.”

“It’s not like a good round of fucking changes that.”

Quinn lowered her sunglasses to wink at me. “So it was good?” 

Wasn’t that the five-million-dollar question, and the only thing I hated admitting, to myself or the girls. But I didn’t keep secrets from them, so I said, “I’m positive that if I could remember it, it would be ten fucking stars. On my side, at least.”

“You don’t remember? What did you do, drink that disgusting gold shit?” Quinn’s incredulous tone gave way to laughter, but when I pursed my lips, the laughing stopped. “Oh hell, Paige. You didn’t.”

I told you. One sip of that stuff and it was hello short-term memory loss, and the girls had been around to see it firsthand on more than one occasion. 

I shrugged. “What can I say? I was practically forced.”

“Bullshit,” Ryleigh said. “You can take down any guy who crosses you, and that includes Dawson. Ladies, I do believe this is what you call ‘excuses because I secretly wanted to and so I did.’”

“If I wanted to sleep with someone, I’d damn well own up to it. Oh, and, you know, be fully in my head.” I sat up and pointed to the bag of suntan lotion by the lounger farthest from me. “Shayne, the oil.” 

When Shayne tossed over the bottle, I poured some of the liquid into my hand and then rubbed it over my thighs, as Quinn asked, “When did this happen? How did it happen? Give us some details.” 

“Well, you know my parents’ anniversary party was in Vegas over the weekend, and I may or may not have made a scene when I found out in front of all those people that they’re moving to Paris. Liiiiike in a few weeks moving. Without telling their only daughter.” I looked up to see the dismay on their faces. “Yeah, I know. So, anyway, a few martinis in my system and I was good and pissed and letting everyone and their mama know they could die by choking on a snail and rot in hell, blah blah blah. Since you bitches weren’t there, Dawson decided to play babysitter by hauling me out over his shoulder, feeding me shots, and then apparently making sure I got good and tucked in. Several times.”

They sat there, blinking in surprise, and then a low giggle left Shayne. She clamped her hand over her mouth, but the damage was done. The others joined in, their laughter turning into full-on roars that had the other guests looking over at us to see what the hell was so funny.

“Laugh it up,” I said, rubbing the oil on my neck and chest. “Glad to see I can still amuse you.”

Shayne wiped the tears that had leaked out of her eyes. “Oh, Paige. What are we going to do with you?”

“Other than make sure one of us chaperones you for all out-of-town excursions,” Ryleigh chimed in. 

I snapped the lid shut and set it by my chair before stretching out. “I can’t be held responsible for my actions, ’tis true. It’s all your fault.”

“I’m not apologizing for helping you get laid,” Quinn said. “And since I said they’d get it on before Christmas, I win the bet. I’ll let you know my terms soon.”

Ryleigh cursed. “Thanks a lot, Pita. You couldn’t have waited until Valentine’s Day?”

“You know me. Hella impatient,” I said. “Now, if you’re quite done, there’s…uh…something else. And before you freak out—” 

I should’ve known better than to start with that, because Shayne jumped off her lounger. “Are you pregnant?” she cried out, so loud that every head in the pool jerked in our direction.

Well, that’s an unexpected deduction.

The sea of amused faces were staring at my stomach, so I raised my voice for the benefit of everyone eavesdropping. “That would be a hell no. There will be no babies stretching out my vag ever, thank you very much.”

“Oh bloody hell. You scared me for a second.” Shayne breathed a sigh of relief, her hand going over her heart. 

“Nothing is worse than the idea of Paige with a rugrat,” Quinn agreed. “No offense.”

“None taken.”

“Okay, so you’re not pregnant, thank fuck, but Paige,” Ryleigh said, sounding wary, as if approaching a wild animal. “What did you do?”

“It’s nothing I can’t fix,” I said, then I paused and considered that statement. “Well, nothing my lawyer can’t fix.”

“Your lawyer?” Shayne squeaked. “Jesus Christ, did you go to jail?”

I threw my hands up. “For fuck’s sake, no. There’s no godforsaken baby on the way, I didn’t go to jail, and I didn’t end up in a hospital from over-intoxication. I just got married.” When no screaming met my ears, I smiled. “See? No big deal.” 

If I’d thought they looked shell-shocked to hear about my horizontal mambo with Dawson, it was nothing compared to the dumbfounded expressions staring back at me now. It was like I’d told them I’d decided to shoot baby unicorns out of my ass for a living. Utterly absurd.

“No big deal,” Quinn repeated. “No big deal?”

“Exactly. Like I said.”

Ryleigh tapped the side of her head. “I’m sorry, I must have water in my ears, because it sounded like you said you got married.” 

“I did.”

“You…but…” She couldn’t seem to find the words, and Shayne came to her rescue. 

“Who in God’s name did you marry, Paige?”

I rolled my eyes, not that they could see the move from behind my darkened lenses. “Who do you think? The bastard babysitter.”

“Dawson?” Shayne’s eyes lit up. “You married Dirty Dick Dawson?”

I held up my drink. “Surprise. Cheers.”

Quinn’s head was going back and forth. “You’ve gone and done it. You’ve actually lost your mind.”

“Relax. It’ll get taken care of. People are idiots and get married all the time. It’s an easy fix,” I said.

“Oh my God, oh my God, oh my God,” Ryleigh repeated behind the hand that covered her mouth. “You’re married. Like married married. I mean, really married?” 

I nodded. “As opposed to fake-married? I know. I thought the same thing too at first.”

“But…” Ryleigh looked so bewildered that it was hard not to laugh. “It’s just that it’s…you. You’re the most anti-marriage person I’ve ever met.”

“Seriously, Paige. What the bloody hell possessed you to get married? Have you gone completely mad?” Shayne asked.

“Hello,” I said. “Did you not hear the word ‘gold’ earlier? As in Goldschläger.” 

“People don’t get blackout drunk and marry someone they hate in Vegas,” she replied.

“Uh. Yeah, they do. All the time.”

Ryleigh waved her hands to shut us up. “Whoa, whoa, whoa, wait a minute. How did this even happen? Where did it happen? Please tell me it wasn’t officiated by one of those tacky Elvis impersonators.”

“God no, nothing like that,” I said, and took a long sip of my cucumber water. It’s a lot more shameful than an Elvis impersonator… “From what I heard, I couldn’t even be bothered to get out of the limo, which means your brilliant, sound-of-mind BFF—wait for it—got married in a drive-thru. And yes, you heard that right.” I lifted my drink. “Cheers again. And just so you guys know, I completely blame all of you for what happened. If you’d been there, you would’ve been the pussy guard and Dawson would’ve fucked off. But nooooo. You had to go have your own lives, while I—”

“Got married.” Quinn’s mouth opened, shut, and then a surprised laugh left her. “Holy shit. I can’t believe this.”

“Way to put the blame on us, asshole,” Ryleigh said.

“Did you really just call us the pussy guard?” Shayne asked. “And if you’re really married, where’s your ring?” 

“You don’t buy a ring for a sham marriage, hon. That’s a cockblock. Besides, I’ve got my own ring for when the situation demands it.” I did, too. After planning my first big wedding event, I went straight to Tiffany’s and bought a diamond band that I kept on my ring finger whenever I was working, just to keep the women from side-eyeing me and thinking I was a threat when I had to wrangle the guys for the ceremony. I hardly had the stomach to wear the thing now, though. Tainted, it was. 

Ryleigh balked. “Paige, you’re married, sham or not.” I went to interrupt her, but she paid me no mind. “And don’t give me that crap about a ring being a cockblock. Damn right it is—you’re a monogamous woman now.”

I sat up and glared at her over my sunglasses. “Don’t you ever say that dirty word to me. This shit doesn’t count, especially considering it’s getting annulled tomorrow.”

“What? Why would you—” Ryleigh started, but Quinn put a hand on her arm. 

“Paige,” Quinn said, “I’m not gonna lie and say this doesn’t come as a shock to all of us, but…maybe you should take a few days to think about if that’s what you really want.”

My eyes popped. Was she serious? What did I even need to think about? There was no way a marriage would work out for me, and definitely not with my former neighbor turned…whatever he was. “Excuse me? You think Dawson is what I really want? We’d kill each other.”

“Well, it’s obvious you two take it out on each other in the bedroom,” Shayne said with a small smile, and to that, I shot her my perfectly manicured middle finger.

“I’m just saying that maybe this happened for a reason,” Quinn continued. “But let’s face it, the sexual tension when you get together is ridiculous. It’s like you’re one-upping each other any time we go out because you’re fighting whatever this attraction is between you two. We notice it. Everyone notices it. Hell, I’m sure even Dawson knows it.” Before I could protest, she said, “Now, don’t bite my head off for this, like I know you’re dying to, but maybe you two could…I don’t know…spend some time together. You used to be friends, right?” 

I flounced back into the chair and crossed my arms.

“Paige…right?” she said, and I sighed before reluctantly nodding. “Okay. So you start there. Get to know each other again. You might be surprised at what you find.”

“I know what I’ll find,” I said. “A manboy with the mentality of his nine-and-a-half-inch cock.”

Ryleigh’s lips parted as she shot a glance at the girls. “Uh…does anyone else here volunteer to take charge of said nine-and-a-half inches?”

I shook my head. “You guys are perverts.”

Letting out a laugh, Ryleigh swung her legs over the side of her chair to face me, and it didn’t escape my notice that she was still wearing a pair of bright red heels to go with her black-and-white vintage polka-dot bikini. Heels. At a pool. That was Ryleigh, all right. “Like you’re not proud of that fact. Look, I know he drives you nuts, but I think he’s a pretty good guy under all that bravado. Maybe give him the chance to prove it to you.”

“And the guyliner is hot,” Shayne said, and when I shot her a look, she said, “what? It is.” 

“I know you don’t honestly think Dick and I are a good idea,” I said. 

“It’s not the worst thing I’ve ever heard. But…maybe don’t get knocked up,” Quinn suggested.

“Gee, thanks, that’s super helpful.”

She twirled her long jet-black hair into a coil before pinning it on top of her head. “Anytime, bitch.”

“Ugh. Jesus.” I rubbed my temples, a headache of epic proportions coming on. “You’re talking like he’d even want to stay married to me. Which nobody in their right mind would. I’m insane. Obviously.”

Ryleigh’s eyes sparked with mischief. “Like attracts like, right? Maybe you’ve met your match.” 

“That’s it. I’m going to the Grotto. All this Dick talk is gonna make me yak,” I said, standing up and stepping into my flip-flops. 

Quinn laughed. “That’s gotta be a first.” 

“I don’t know why I hang out with you guys,” I said, tucking a towel under my arm. “Let’s pretend this conversation never happened.”

As I made my way around the pool, I heard Quinn call out, loud enough for everyone to hear, “Congratulations, Mrs. Richard Dawson. Make sure to tell us where you guys register.” 

Middle. Fucking. Finger. 

























CHAPTER FIVE

A Fungus You Can’t Escape




I’M SURE YOU’RE sitting there waiting for me to tell you that I changed my mind about this whole marriage thing. That, yes, giving Dawson a chance to grow on me like a fungus sounded like the most amazing plan ever, and maybe this was a happy accident that would end in an HEA after all. 

That would be a hell no.

Instead, I sat across from my overpriced lawyer at my oversized oak dining table, tapping my pen on the annulment papers that sat in front of me. 

I glanced at the empty seat beside me and had to bite my tongue to keep from cursing. Never mind that Dawson was half an hour late—he was also not answering his phone. If he didn’t show up, I’d make sure his balls were served on a silver platter at my parents’ next dinner party. 

I plastered on a fake smile for the woman sitting across from me. She was the no-nonsense type, which was exactly the reason I’d hired her, but I hadn’t expected Dawson to drop the ball and make me look incompetent in front of her. Ruth Thomas cleared her throat, her eyes on my pen, and I set it down before she felt the need to throw a dagger at me. 

“I’m sure he’ll be here any minute,” I said.

“Of course,” she replied, but the look on her face said, It’s your dime. 

Damn right it was. Another half-hour and I might not be able to afford to get an annulment. Okay, slight exaggeration, but come on, Dawson. 

The chimes went off through the house, signaling someone was at the front door, breaking up the dead silence that was about to drive me insane.

“Excuse me,” I said, pushing away from the table. I muttered charming obscenities about the many ways I planned to torture Dawson when I got him alone, as my heels click-clacked across the floor. The girls might have thought this marriage thing was salvageable, but the more I’d thought about it—and the longer I’d had to wait this morning—the more I knew that the old saying was true: what happens in Vegas should sure the hell stay in Vegas. 

Crossing the entryway, I smoothed down the front of my tailored jacket, not wanting to look in any way flustered in front of the man I’d be cutting myself away from in the next ten minutes. I’d decided to dress the part of a grown-up today, one who made responsible decisions that didn’t include marriages made from drunken debauchery. As I threw open the front door, it was clear Dawson hadn’t had the same idea. 

His hair was down today, blond locks that fell to his shoulders, and he wore distressed jeans and a simple black shirt that he’d jazzed up with a couple of his many necklaces. When he caught me giving him the once-over, he arched his eyebrow. 

“Like what you see?” he asked.

“Do you not own anything that doesn’t look like you just came from Hot Topic?”

“Good morning to you, too, love.” He stepped inside, and his hand went to my waist as his lips came for mine. I turned my head in time for his aim to hit my cheek, and then I pushed him away, scowling. 

“You owe me eight hundred bucks for keeping my lawyer waiting,” I said. 

“You know what traffic’s like this time of day.”

“Traffic? You live down the street.”

When he gave me a grin that I supposed he expected to serve as an apology, I groaned and headed back to the dining room. I only managed a couple of steps, though, because Dawson grabbed my wrist and pulled me back to him.

“Paige,” he said, rubbing his thumb against the inside of my arm in a gentle sweep. 

“What are you doing?” I said, and then held up my free hand to glance at my nonexistent watch. “It’s going to be nine hundred if you don’t let go in the next five seconds.”

“Pita.” His voice was soft and low this time, bringing my attention back to him. “Are you sure you want to do this?”

I looked at him with wary eyes. “Why are you asking me that?”

“It’s just a question. I thought I’d give you one last chance to back out.” The words were casual, but the meaning behind them seemed like anything but. 

“You’re not hoping I changed my mind, are you?” I asked. 

He kept his gaze on mine and gave me a soft smile. “Paige Dawson is less of a mouthful than Paige Traynor-Ashcroft, don’t you think?”

I didn’t answer right away, too taken aback by the turn in conversation. He couldn’t possibly want to stay married…could he? No. No, that was too mind-boggling to even think about, and I didn’t have time for that luxury. My lawyer was waiting.

Straightening my shoulders, I said, “You want to know if I’m sure I want to do this, and the answer is of course I do. You and I both know this was a mistake. Let’s fix it and move on already.”

His hazel eyes searched mine, as if trying to find the lie or some indication that I was at all hesitant about what I said, and he must have found my truth there, because he let go of my wrist. “Okay.”

“Okay.” I took a step back and pushed down the unsettled feeling burrowing in the pit of my stomach. Turning on my heel, I wiped my sweaty palms on my pantsuit and headed back to the dining room, leaving Dawson to follow after me. 

“All right, he’s here. Let’s get this show on the road,” I said, taking my seat as Dawson entered and pulled out the chair to my right. 

“Sorry I’m late,” he said, sitting down. “Traffic.”

That would always be the universal excuse when you were late, no matter if it was the truth or not. It was the only thing that would get you out of anything. Late for a job interview? The traffic on Wilshire was terrible. Been outside watching your blind date and debating whether you should go inside or not? So sorry to keep you waiting. I thought I’d never get off the freeway.

Case in point:

“Understandable,” Ms. Thomas said. “The 101 was atrocious this morning.”

Aaaand there you go.

I picked up my pen and flipped to the first page of the paperwork. “I won’t hold you two up, then. Can you let us know where to sign and we’ll—”

The chimes for the front door sounded again, and I threw down my pen.

Who the hell is that?

“Nobody go anywhere,” I said, and then made my way down to the foyer, where—

My father had let himself in and was standing in the entryway, looking perfectly polished in a suit that cost more than most people’s first cars. When I stopped in my tracks, he gave me a tight-lipped smile. “Hello, Paige.”

“What are you doing here?”

“It’s good to see you too,” he said, pushing the door shut behind him.

Blinking away my surprise, I moved toward him to usher him back out. “Excuse me, I didn’t invite you in.”

“No? Not even to apologize for your behavior over the weekend?”

“My behavior?” I scoffed. “I’m definitely not apologizing for that. You can exit the way you came.” 

“Oh, I think I’ll stick around. That’s Dawson’s car out front, is it not?” Then, as Dawson came around the corner, he said, “Ah, here he is. I’m not too late, am I?”

“Too late for what?” I asked. 

“You don’t think my only daughter could get married and I wouldn’t find out about it, do you?”

With hitched breath, I whipped around to face Dawson. “You told my fucking father?”

“No, of course not.”

“Then why is he here?” I said.

“He,” my father said, picking invisible lint off his sleeve, “is here to make sure everything gets taken care of.”

My brows shot up. “Wow. I’m not sure why you felt the need to come oversee things, since you’ve never cared before, but at least we can agree that this unfortunate…situation needs to be taken care of, stat. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I owe my lawyer the title to my Tahoe by now.” 

I swept out of the room and then retook my seat at the table. 

“I apologize for the delay, but it seems we have an audience,” I said, picking my pen back up. “Where were we?”

“We’re nowhere,” my father said from behind me, snatching the papers in front of me and ripping them in half.

My eyeballs almost fell out of my fucking head.

“Have you gone mad?” I said, leaping to my feet so fast that my chair fell backward onto the floor. 

“On the contrary, dear daughter, I’m completely sane. You, on the other hand, seem to need some parental guidance, and I’m here to offer it.”

“You can take your offer and—” I said before Dawson shot up out of his chair, and his hand went over my mouth. 

“Let’s all take it easy,” Dawson said, scooting his chair behind my ass and forcing me to sit down before slowly removing his hand. 

“Take it easy?” I snapped, and then pointed at my father. “You can’t come waltzing into someone else’s house uninvited, and you sure as hell can’t go ripping up legal documents.”

“I can if they’re deemed unnecessary.”

“Uh, newsflash: they are very necessary. Don’t you understand? I disgraced the family name by getting married in a drive-thru ceremony that I can’t remember to a guy I haven’t said more than two nice words to since I was twenty.”

“Then I suppose you two should start making nice.” His tone was firm and unapologetic, and then he turned toward my lawyer. “Sorry I was late, Ruth. Traffic.”

“It’s fine.” She picked up her briefcase from the floor, set it on the table, and went about putting her things back inside.

What the fuck? Seriously, have I just stumbled into some sort of alternate universe?

“What do you think you’re doing?” I said to her, before glaring up at my father. “What is this, some kind of arranged marriage thing? You and Mom are friends with his parents and you think it’d be cute for your kids to legally bind you guys into familyhood?”

“Like you’ve said many times, you’re a responsible adult now, and as such, you have to be accountable for your actions. Marriage is a binding agreement, one that shouldn’t be entered into lightly. I think it’s only right that you try to make it work.”

“Actually, as a responsible adult, I do take accountability for my actions, and I’m rectifying my wrongs.”

“Paige, I’m not giving you friendly fatherly advice right now. I’m telling you. You’ll give this marriage a chance.”

“This is unbelievable. Dawson—” I glanced over at where he stood, still as stone, beside me, and it looked like Dawson was just as gobsmacked as I was. When he met my eyes, I said, “Please…” Surely if anyone could talk sense into my father, it would be him—the son he never had and always wished for.

After a moment, Dawson gave me a nod and then cleared his throat. “With all due respect, sir, Paige wants—”

“Son, I know my daughter, and I think if her home was at risk, her wants would change.”

My brow furrowed as I let what he said sink in. “Why would my home be at risk?”

“Because at the time of purchase, you were eighteen and I signed on as your co-owner. A legality that has not changed in the time you’ve lived here. And, as co-owner, I can see fit to sell the property at my discretion.”

“What. The. Shit.” 

“But should you and Dawson here decide to maintain your legal relationship, I’d be apt to reconsider.”

“Hold on… You’re blackmailing me to stay married? How is that… I mean…” I faltered, and then looked over at Ms. Thomas. “Can he do that?”

“Sell your home? I don’t know the specifics of your agreement, but if both of you are listed as co-owners…” She trailed off and avoided my eyes. 

“No…no, you’ve got to be kidding me. This is some kind of joke.”

My father gave a curt shake of his head. “I can assure you it’s not.”

“So, it’s stay in this fraud of a marriage or lose my house? You would really do that?”

“I am doing it.”

“Of course you are.” My face fell into my hands. I couldn’t believe what I was hearing. Stay married to Dawson? Why the ever-loving fuck? The only benefit I could think of was getting close to the Dawson Global business, but my father didn’t need me to do that, and it wasn’t like we were lacking for money. It didn’t make any sense, but I’d be damned if I lost my house. It’d been my dream home for as long as I could remember, and as soon as I’d been legally able and it’d come on the market, I’d jumped on it. Obviously with my father’s help, but that was before I made my own money. Fuck me to hell, why hadn’t I changed the agreement? Bought him out? It hadn’t occurred to me that he was still on there. For all intents and purposes, this house was mine. 

“What are the terms? How long are we talkin’? A couple of days? A week?”

“A minimum of six months,” he said. 

 I gawked at him. “Six months?”

“You’ve got to give this a real shot, Paige. Otherwise it goes up to a year.”

“A year?” I wanted to say more, but then it occurred to me that I wasn’t alone in this. It wasn’t just my life he was mucking up, and I sat back and crossed my arms over my chest. “You may want to ruin my life, but you can’t force this on Dawson too. He’s got a say in the matter, and I don’t think he’ll be too pleased about you forcing his hand.”

“You’re absolutely right. He does have a say.” My father’s gaze went over my shoulder to Dawson. “So, what’ll it be, son? Care to be married to my pain in the ass of a daughter and save her from a life of…what’s the word for it? Spinsterhood.”

I gnashed my teeth at his words, and then turned to watch Dawson tell him to go to hell. Or at least that was what I was hoping he’d say, and in those exact words.

But when Dawson’s eyes met mine, and he spoke again, it was the last thing I ever expected. “Yeah,” he said, nodding slowly. “Yeah, I think I would.”

My heart dropped to my feet.

“What?” I looked between him and my father, unable to hide my panic. “Why, why, why would you do that? I’ll make your life a living hell. This is self-sabotage.”

“I prefer to think of it as a challenge.”

“People don’t stay married because it’s a challenge, Dawson. There’s gotta be something else there.”

To that, Dawson put his finger to his lips and gave me a smile.

“Uh-uh. No. If you think staying hitched is going to somehow make me fall in love with you, then your brain cells have rotted out.”

He leaned down over me, his hands going on either side of my chair. “And if there’s one thing you know about me, Pita, it’s how much I love to make you eat your words. Guess we should think about ring shopping after all, hmm?”

























CHAPTER SIX

Here a Slutbag, Everywhere a Slutbag




NUMB. THAT WAS pretty much the only word that could begin to sum up the way I was feeling at that moment, as I stepped on the gas and made my way to West Hollywood. Wait, I’d found another one—horrified. I knew the relationship between my father and me was strained, but I never thought he’d resort to blackmail. And to keep me married?

This was so ass-backward. Why would Dawson agree to this? He didn’t even like me very much. Maybe he was getting some sort of under-the-table payday from my father. Not that he needed the money, but what other reasonable explanation could there be?

As if the parking gods knew not to mess with me today, a spot opened up right in front of Licked, and after feeding the meter, I pushed my way inside. 

The scent of sweet cream and candy filled my nose, and I stopped just inside the door to take in a deep lungful. Even if Ryleigh wasn’t the owner, this would still be my happy place. A bright decor that would make even Grumpy Cat crack a smile, the most glorious heaps of ice cream you’ve ever tried to put in your mouth at one time, and do not get me started on the boozy shakes, which were like nectar from the gods—how could you not love this place? 

When I opened my eyes, Ryleigh was staring at me, one of her brows arched as she shook a jar of homemade sprinkles and then popped off the lid to pour some over a sundae. She looked straight out of the fifties in her swing-style dress that had most likely come from a vintage store. It wasn’t a work uniform, either—it was her daily ensemble of choice, quirky bird that she was, and I couldn’t picture anyone—in this decade, anyway—rocking that look the way she did. 

“Why do I get the feeling this isn’t a celebratory visit?” she said, adding a few balls of cookie dough to the top and then setting it in front of a happy—soon to be very happy—customer. 

Even though it was still early, it was busier than I’d expected, and my usual spot by the caricatured painting of Debbie Reynolds was taken, so I walked down the bar to sit beside the Elizabeth Taylor one instead. Slutbags have to stick together, I supposed.

“A gargantuan Why the Hell Am I Still Married with extra crushed nuts, please. And some of those chocolate chip cookie dough balls. And by some, I mean all of them,” I said, when she stood in front of me.

“Aww, Pita.” She gave me a sympathetic look. “Still hitched?”

“Isn’t that unfuckingbelievable? I can’t be married, Ry. I can’t.”

“So he wouldn’t sign, huh?”

“Sort of. Why don’t you seem surprised by that?” 

She shrugged and set about making what I hoped would be a monster-sized boozy shake. 

“Ryleigh. Why aren’t you surprised?”

“Well…he’s not exactly the type to give up on what he wants, is he?”

“Don’t even say it.”

“You asked.”

“He doesn’t want me, he wants to make my life hell.”

“If you say so.”

“Yeah, I say so. You’ve seen the way we are together.”

She bit back a smile. “I have.”

“And what part of those murderous glares has you thinking we might in any way be compatible?”

With a zipping-her-lips motion, she hit a button on the blender, effectively drowning out anything else I had to say. Then I watched her pour the blended ice cream into a glass bigger than my forearm and pile it high with whipped cream, nuts, and candy bits. 

“All right, woman,” Ryleigh said, setting the overflowing sugary concoction down in front of me. “This one’s called the I’m the Dumbass Who Got Hitched in Vegas shake—minus the booze, because you’re cut off for life now. You can’t be trusted to make sane decisions, so consider me and the girls your conservators.”

Zoe, Ryleigh’s right-hand woman and manager of Licked, peered over her shoulder. “Now hand over all your credit cards and I’ll keep them safe.”

“Won’t. Can’t. All my money is going towards new lawyers to get me out of this mess and ruin my father and Dawson’s lives in the process.”

“And if that doesn’t work, I suppose you could always hire a hit man,” Ryleigh mused.

I snapped my fingers. “Exactly. Great plan. Maybe Quinn’ll do it.”

Ryleigh laughed as the phone began to ring, and she held up her finger for me to hold on as she went to the kitchen to answer it. Fine by me. I needed to drink myself into a coma, stat.

“That looks amazing,” the woman beside me said, staring in admiration at my shake. She was a petite thing who’d barely made a dent in her own small bowl of what looked like a Tease Me sundae.

I took a long pull of the mint-chocolatey goodness and then swallowed. “It’s necessary, trust me.”

“Bad day?” she asked.

“Right up there with the worst.”

“I didn’t mean to eavesdrop, but I heard you mention you got married, and I have to say, I don’t think I’ve seen a more miserable person in my life.”

Giving a humorless laugh, I nodded. “You would be right about that.”

“You don’t believe in it?”

“Fuck no. Marriage is a crock of shiitake. It’s either a business arrangement between two people who want to get farther up on the food chain and don’t give a fuck about using another person to do it, or its sole purpose is to make someone miserable.”

She chuckled. “I’m guessing that miserable someone is you.”

“Damn right it is.” I waved over at Zoe, whose hair was bright orange today and shaved on one side—she seemed to change it up the way I changed batteries in my vibrator—and pointed to the empty space on the counter in front of me. “Zoe. More balls.” An amused expression crossed her face, but she seemed to understand, because only moments later a bowl of fresh cookie dough balls was pushed my way.

“Don’t you wrangle enough balls at all those weddings you plan?” Zoe said, smirking at me before moving on to help the next customer. 

“You’re a wedding planner?” the woman beside me asked.

“Yuuup.”

A bemused expression played on her lips. “A wedding planner who hates marriage?”

Ohhh, whoops. Maybe I shouldn’t go around broadcasting that info at this moment, but fuck it. It wasn’t like I’d see this girl ever again.

“Look, marriage is fine for other people, it’s just not something I ever planned on doing.” Ever in a million years ever.

“Totally get it. It’s not for everyone.”

“Oh God, you’re not a newlywed who thinks I’m a horrible person now, are you?”

“No,” she said, blushing. “Not that I would mind or anything, but the guys in L.A. are…well, noncommittal is the word I’d use, but it doesn’t seem like that’s a problem for you. Don’t worry, I won’t tell you congratulations.” She smiled. “I’m Tiana, by the way.”

“You can just call me Mrs. Richard James Dirty Dick Dawson,” I said through a mouthful of dough. “Also known as wife of can’t-keep-it-in-his-damn-pants.”

Tiana’s eyes went round on her pixie face, and some of the ice cream she’d just taken a bite of came sputtering out of her mouth, which she promptly covered with a napkin.

Yep, I got that a lot. Probably taken aback by my unfiltered mouth, which was nothing new for me. It seemed to get me in trouble more often than not.

When she’d composed herself, she gave me a tight smile. “So, you don’t seem overly thrilled to be married to this…Dawson guy.”

“If you met him, you’d understand why.”

“Then why did you?” she snapped, and then, as if she realized how that came across, she cleared her throat and tucked a piece of blond hair behind her ear. “I mean, how did it happen?”

“Just a stupid drunken mistake between friends, I guess. Well, former friends.”

“Right…uh-huh.” 

“Did you want to try one of these?” I said, holding out the bowl of balls. 

“No, you can keep all the balls. I should be going.” She stood up to leave, and got a couple of steps away before turning back to face me. “It was, uh…nice meeting you. Good luck with…everything.”

Before I could swallow and respond, she was practically running over other customers to get out the door. 

People are so fucking strange, I thought, piling a marshmallow on top of a Butterfinger chunk on top of a smushed dough ball and then dunking it into my shake.

























CHAPTER SEVEN

Three’s a Crowd




“YOU KNOW, I’VE never understood why Ryan Reynolds’s character complains in this movie. I’d love to be Sandra Bullock’s bitch.” I tossed a handful of Shayne’s buttered popcorn and M&M mix into my mouth. As if I hadn’t had enough sweets this week, but since I hadn’t gone into diabetic shock yet, I figured I’d load up. Besides, the combination of sweet and salty was my favorite, and it was a must during our girls-only movies-in-pajamas nights. First up tonight was The Proposal, and it didn’t matter that we’d already seen it two-point-five million times in the past. We ended up quoting and talking through most of it anyway. 

“That’s only because you’ve never been anyone’s bitch before,” Shayne said, grabbing her own handful of popcorn. “Until you work for a diva boss from hell, you have no idea what you’re saying.” Poor, sweet Shayne had worked for the most notorious, ridiculous matchmaker cow in Los Angeles, until my friend grew a pair and told the woman to fuck off. That also happened to be the same day she moved in with me, so I’d like to think my influence on her has been a positive one. 

~Pats self on back~ Good job, self.

“I sort of feel like one right now, but you may have a point,” I said. “I’ll save it for a role play. Speaking of which, you look like Pippi Longstocking with your hair like that. Nate coming over later?”

Shayne twirled one of her long red braids and grinned. “You’re a kinky bitch, you know that, right?”

“Don’t tell me you haven’t been tied up a time or two with those suspenders he wears.” 

The blush on her face said it all.

“Hah, knew it,” I said, throwing kernels across the couch at her. “Really, Shayne, I’m so proud. How’s rockin’ the cradle still goin’ for ya?”

Shayne answered by sending a handful of the buttery stuff in my direction. 

“So I take it that means it’s going great, spanks so much for asking, but you still have an issue over the fact that he’s barely out of diapers.”

“Paige!”

“Sorry, sorry. If I had a twenty-four-year-old at my beck and call, I’d never come out of my room.” 

“He’s twenty-five now,” she said, rolling her eyes as the doorbell went off. 

I hit the pause button. “Did you order pizza?” I asked.

“No.”

“Chinese?”

“No.”

Ding dong ding dong ding dong—

“Then who the hell…” I swung my legs off the couch and got to my feet as the doorbell continued to chime. 

Ding dong ding dong ding dong—

“I heard you the first time, buddy.”

Ding dong ding dong ding dong ding dong ding dong ding dong— 

“Jesus,” I muttered, as I speed-walked across the foyer to the front door. “Calm your tits, I’m coming.”

Ding dong ding dong ding dong ding—

“What the hell is so—” I threw open the door and faltered. Dawson stood there with his finger still pressing down insistently on the doorbell. 

“Would you knock that off?” I said, swiping his hand. 

“Just wanted to announce my arrival…” His eyes lowered to my pajama shorts and he let out a hum of approval. 

It was the first moment in my lifetime that I’d wished I knew how to cover myself up, because I did not need or want his eyes on me. 

Looking down, I noticed the hand not ringing the shit out of my doorbell was attached to a mighty large suitcase. “Dick, what are you doing here, and why are you hauling a suitcase around at night like you’re homeless? Wait. Are you homeless?”

“I’m moving in, of course. Wife.” Then he pressed a kiss to my cheek and rolled his suitcase right on past me as I stared at him, mouth agape. 

Did he say moving…in?

Leaving the door open so he could waltz right back out, I dashed across the foyer and blocked his path. “Uh, you’re not moving in.”

“Are you going to stop me, love?”

“I’ve already got a roommate.”

Dawson’s gaze traveled up the grand staircase and then down to the halls branching out from the foyer. “You’ve also got a pretty sweet pad with at least five bedrooms to spare, though I have my eye on one in particular.”

“This house isn’t big enough for your ego. It already has to deal with mine. Besides, there’s nothing in my father’s little arrangement that says we have to live together.”

“You’re right. I’m just doing this for fun.”

He started moving again, this time toward the living room where Shayne was lounging, and I let out a huff and slammed the door shut before following after him. 

“Oh…hi, Dawson,” Shayne said, sitting up and looking between us. Then she noticed the suitcase. “You, uh…spending the night?”

“Moving in, actually.”

She looked at me with wide eyes. “Really.”

“What better way to get intimately reacquainted with my new wife than by joining our lives”—he put his arm around me—“and our bedrooms?”

My teeth were grinding so hard I was surprised I wasn’t spitting out the fillings. “You mean what better way to torment your new wife by encroaching on her space.”

Shayne’s eyes had bulged at the word wife, but she quickly schooled her face back to neutral. “Well, I, uh…should probably get going—” 

“Don’t you even think about moving off that couch, Shayne Callahan.” I pushed Dawson’s arm off and shot daggers his way. “I can’t say how much I appreciate you stopping by, really, but it’s movie night, and I’ll be damned if I let you mess up tradition. You can see yourself out the way you came.”

“No can do, love. Like our marriage, I’m in it for the long haul.” He had an eat-shit look on his smug, not-handsome-at-all face. I wanted to mop the floor with it, but I wanted to finish my damn popcorn more. 

“Fine. Stay. Pick a room. Make yourself scarce.” I grabbed the remote and flounced onto the couch. As the sound of Sandra Bullock’s character begging Ryan Reynolds’s character to be her fake fiancé filled the room, I attempted to tune out the unwanted presence.

Okay, so he wanted to live here. Not like he didn’t have a mansion two seconds away, but whatever floated his boat. We all had full-time careers, so I didn’t have to see him. And I could up my social game the rest of the time. This was just his way of torturing me, which was nothing new, and unless I wanted to have a restraining order put up against the person I was married to, this was one battle I’d have to concede for the sake of winning the war. 

There. Problem solved. He could do whatever he wanted for the mandatory marriage months, and then after that he could go back to manwhoring his way through the city. I had a feeling he’d get bored with this little charade before it reached that point, though.

“I love this movie,” Dawson said, rounding the couch and plopping down in the middle between Shayne and me. His arms went on the back of the couch, and he kicked his boot-clad feet onto the coffee table. “Good choice, ladies.”

Shayne tilted her head back to look at me behind Dawson, and she bit into her bottom lip to keep the smile threatening to bust through from coming out. I was glad someone thought this shit was funny. And everyone called me the pain in the ass. 

“You guys do this often?” Dawson asked, grabbing the popcorn bowl off the table like he lived here. 

Oh…right.

“No,” I said, just as Shayne piped up with, “Yes.”

He grinned, stuffing a handful of popcorn into his mouth. Then he stopped mid-chew. “Holy fuck, this is good.”

Shayne perked up. “Thank you. It’s Paige’s favorite.”

Glancing over at me, he raised his eyebrows. “Is it? And here I thought she just ate wounded hearts for dinner.”

I kicked his legs off the table and his hearty laugh filled the room. 

A few minutes later, I saw him nudge Shayne. “Do you see this? I didn’t even have to beg or blackmail her to get married.” 

“Dawson?” I said. “Shut up and watch the movie.”

And a little while later, during the bachelorette scene:

“If you ladies need a lap dance, please don’t call that guy. I’ll gladly grind on your lap.”

“And wow, would you look at the time,” Shayne said, ducking out from under his arm and getting to her feet. 

I glanced at the clock and frowned. “It’s nine thirty.”

“Yeah, I forgot I’m supposed to…meet Nate.”

“No way. He knows you’re mine tonight.”

Shayne gave me an apologetic smile, her eyes flitting to Dawson.

Great. So he wasn’t just a cockblocker, but he also scared off my friends. That guy was going to get a nut punch, and he didn’t even know it.

“You can’t leave me here with this intruder, hooker. It goes against girl code.”

Shayne fingered one of her braids. “But…remember what you said about spending some…quality time with my guy?”

“I remember saying no such word. I do, however, remember saying ‘kinky.’”

“Yes, exactly,” she said, backing slowly toward the door, not so subtly making her escape. “So, uh…I better get to it.”

“I think that’s a superb idea, Shayne. We need a little newlywed time.” Dawson held up the bowl in his hands. “And thanks for the popcorn.”

“You’re welcome, and congrats on—” Her words cut off when she saw the daggers I directed her way, which was a smart move on her part. “Never mind.”

“Don’t think I’m gonna forget this,” I warned. 

“Course not. You guys have fun tonight,” she said, throwing a wink my way and then running out of the room as fast as her long legs could take her. 

“Kinky time, eh?” Dawson said, stretching out on the couch to fill the space she’d left. “I didn’t know she had it in her.”

“It’s not like you have a lock on whips, chains, and ball gags.”

“Ball gags? Really?” Dawson looked over his shoulder at where Shayne had exited. “Shayne, wait, come back.” Then he gave me one of those seductive smiles, the ones he generally saved for his conquests. “Feels like old times, doesn’t it? You, me, a chick flick…”

I flipped off the TV and threw him the remote. “I’m going to bed.”

“Perfect,” he said, jumping off the couch and grabbing the handle of his suitcase. Before I could fold up the blanket, he was rolling his luggage down the hall.

“Dawson,” I called after him, throwing the blanket over the top of the sofa. “Stop. That’s my side of the house.”

“I can’t very well take Shayne’s side, now can I?”

“To use her words, ‘yes, you bloody well can.’” When he ignored me, I said, “She doesn’t need the whole east wing, so why don’t you take the blue room upstairs to the back?”

He stopped and glanced over his shoulder. “Because that’s too far from you. Defeats the purpose of living together entirely.”

As he wheeled his suitcase into my room, I picked up the pace. 

“Oh no, no, no you don’t. You’re not sleeping in my bed.” When he gave me a droll look, I sighed. “I mean, again.”

“Why, love? Do you steal all the covers? Or”—he lowered his voice—“do you just like to masturbate in private?”

“Jesus Christ, here.” I snatched the handle of his suitcase away and pulled it into the bedroom next door. “This is as close as you’re getting, and don’t you dare try to pick the lock to climb in my bed.”

Dawson looked around the spacious guest bedroom, designed in a black, white, and red Old Hollywood motif after Ryleigh had given me a few pictures of forties and fifties actors that had been left over from the After Dark renovation. He stopped in front of a picture of Lana Turner. “Sleeping in a room full of gorgeous girls. Pita, you’re too kind.”

“And you’re a pain in my ass,” I said, throwing my nickname back in his face. 

“Why do I get the feeling you don’t mean that in a loving term-of-endearment kind of way?”

I slammed the door shut in his face and yelled, “Night, Dick.”

“Love you too, Pita.”

As I shut and locked my bedroom door, I tried not to let my frustration get the better of me. I wasn’t an angry person, under normal circumstances, and I’d been nothing but on the defensive for days now. The guy in the guest room next to me drove me crazy, there was no denying that. It wasn’t like I hated Dawson, though I lived to snap at him every chance I got. It was…well, there was a lot of history there, and things between us had always been complicated. Add in the fact that we were now apparently roommates, as well as legally wed, and didn’t that just fuck up my head good and well. 

Time to focus on the positive side. The craziest shit I’d have to endure had now happened, so how much worse could it get?

























CHAPTER EIGHT

It’s Always the Skinny Bitch’s Fault




THE ANSWER TO that question would be a whole lot fucking worse.

I should really learn to listen to my gut more. Because when a nosy stranger asks too many questions and you end up, oh, I don’t know, spilling your guts, it will always come back to bite you in the ass. 

There I was, speeding to a meeting at a new-to-me venue, lamenting the fact that technically my name was now Paige Iris Traynor-Ashcroft-Dawson. Sweet Jesus, it was like a daytime soap opera where I’d been married and divorced three times already. Eventually I’d wake up, right? This couldn’t be real life. I couldn’t not be single, for God’s sake. My bad-girl reputation was at stake. 

So after last night’s fun little move-in shocker, I was running about five minutes behind schedule, which wasn’t like me at all, but the blame for that lay purely at Dawson’s feet, since he’d decided this morning was the perfect time to lock me out of my own master bathroom. What did he do in there, anyway? Brush his hair five hundred times? Meticulously apply his guyliner? Jack off onto every available surface?

Fuck me sideways, he better not have done that.

I wrenched my Tahoe into the parking lot of the California on the Shore hotel and pulled into the first available space. 

After checking my face in the rearview mirror to make sure my red lipstick had stayed put and there was no spinach in my teeth after sucking down the disgustingly healthy green drink my chef made me force down my throat most mornings, I grabbed my briefcase and dashed across the parking lot. Part of my job as a wedding planner extraordinaire was searching out new venues and getting face time with the managers—all the better to get the coveted dates and last-minute openings. Like when a bride comes to you three months before the big day and says she’ll absolutely die if she can’t get the California on the Shore instead of the previously agreed upon, and paid for, Ritz-Carlton. Because you’re the shit at what you do, you make that happen. 

Which was exactly what today’s meeting was about, and exactly why I was still cursing Dawson’s name for making me late as I stepped into the perfumed lobby, though now I was only down to about three minutes after the hour.

The open lobby was empty, save for the lone receptionist behind the counter, typing away without bothering to look up or greet any guests who entered. So much for the warm welcome. That alone would’ve had me walking back out the door, but this was the place my client wanted, so this was the place she’d get. Guaran-damn-teed.

As I headed in the receptionist’s direction, I glanced around at the flowers littering the lobby. They certainly didn’t look like fresh arrangements, and one touch of a white rose confirmed they were big, fat fakes. Wow. Hotels in Los Angeles still did that? Okay, so they’d all have to be changed out for my client’s wedding…that meant a higher cost for her, but there was no way I was throwing an event with a room full of fake, dusty roses. If this was the venue she wanted—and didn’t her taste speak volumes—then it would need a drastic overhaul. Luckily, the ideas on how to fix it were already flowing: luscious garden roses, lisianthus, and anemones, with a touch of seasonal greenery like seeded eucalyptus, maybe a flower-strewn path that led the guests inside… 

Stopping in front of the counter, I set down my briefcase and waited for the receptionist to look up. When she didn’t, I said. “Hi. I have a ten o’clock with Mrs. Clayborne—”

“You’re late.”

“I apologize for that, Mariana,” I said, going by her nametag, and then I put on my most winning smile, which I hoped she’d look up to see. Time for the go-to excuse. “The 5 was a parking lot this morning.”

She did manage to lift her head, but didn’t return my smile. “It is every morning. I’m sorry, but you’ll have to reschedule.”

Reschedule? What the hell? The traffic card always worked. 

“Look…Mariana, if you’d kindly point me in the direction of Mrs. Clayborne, I’m sure she’d have a few minutes to see me. It’s a rather urgent matter—”

“Mrs. Clayborne has left for the day—”

“For the day?” 

“—so you’ll have to reschedule.”

Who left for the day at ten o’clock in the morning? Must be a nice job for her, but since the word “reschedule” was the kiss of death in this business, it was unacceptable.

I clasped my hands on the counter and smiled through my frustration. “It’s rather important that I speak with her today. I’d appreciate it if you could give me her direct number, since she’s not available.”

“That’s impossible. Mrs. Clayborne doesn’t believe in mobile devices.”

Didn’t believe in… Christ on a cracker. I knew bullshit when I smelled it, but since Ms. Friendly over here wasn’t giving me anything to work with, it looked like I’d have to track down the woman myself. 

“Fair enough. Where might I find her? The spa? A yacht club?” The shop for hideous fake flowers…

“I’m afraid I can’t give out that information. You’ll have to reschedule.”

“A hint will do.”

“No.”

“But—”

Mariana stopped typing and blinked up at me, her eyes dull and lifeless. Then she shook her head. “No,” she said, and with that firm dismissal, she went back to her work. Or social media posts, more likely. 

I stared at the top of her messy bun and briefly contemplated pulling it out, but my cooler head—the one I normally used— prevailed. But…no? No? Not to be arrogant, but no one said “no” to me ever. Most of the reason I was successful hinged on the fact that I could charm a street rat. “No” wasn’t in my vocabulary. Time for plan B…whatever that was.

I thanked the lousiest receptionist I’d ever had the displeasure of coming across for her time and exited the way I’d entered. As I passed the front row of reserved parking spaces, I noted that they were mostly empty, including the one marked “Reserved for Management.”

What a bunch of slackers. Plan B was going to be called convince-the-bride-her-wedding-is-better-off-anywhere-else. It was the truth, but it didn’t mean I didn’t dread the conversation. 

This is all Dawson’s damn fault, I thought, as I merged back onto the 5 freeway, which was moving at a fairly steady pace, even though it was still jam-packed. I’d never missed a meeting before, and I’d never had to tell a bride I couldn’t do something, so I didn’t plan to start now. I’d just have to let her know I needed a bit more time wooing the missing-in-action manager.

The song on the radio dimmed as my phone went off with Shayne’s ringtone instead—“Down Under”—and it made me crack a smile, as it always did when I heard it. Perfect for that little Aussie. 

“Babes, what’s happenin’? What’s the 411? What’s the hot gossip?” I said, my standard greeting where she was concerned.

“Paige, please tell me you have never uttered the words, and I quote, ‘Marriage is a crock of shiitake. It’s either a business arrangement between two people who want to get farther up on the food chain and don’t give a fuck about using another person to do it, or its sole purpose is to make someone miserable.’”

I chuckled. “Hello to you, too.”

“Did you say it?” She sounded a little too urgent for this early in the morning. Poor girl needed a holiday from the long hours she put in matching up lovers. 

“Well, we all know my thoughts on that topic.”

“Uh, yes, we do now. Everyone does now.”

“What are you talking about? It’s not like I’ve kept it a secret.”

“Except from your clients, maybe?”

The truck in front of me swerved in his lane, and I laid on the horn. “Look, I’ve had a shit of a morning, and I’ve got to mentally prepare myself for a diva bridal freak-out of epic proportions, so just come out with whatever it is you’re not saying.”

“LA Today ran a front-page feature about your business being a sham for money.” 

“What?” Her words shocked my brain into stupidity, so much so that it took me an extra moment to process the tail lights in front of me, and I slammed my brakes just in time to avoid hitting the stupid truck whose owner couldn’t drive. “A sham? Me? Explain.”

“Whoever the source is for this article quoted you as saying what I just told you.”

“The whole marriage is shiitake thing.”

“Yes. And they even talk about your, and this is another quote, ‘quickie marriage to Richard James Dirty Dick Dawson, also known as can’t-keep-it-in-his-damn-pants.’”

I snort-laughed. “That’s funny.”

“But is it true? Did you say those things?”

“It does sort of ring a bell—”

“Dammit, Paige.”

“I’m not saying I did say those things, but I probably would. Nah, I definitely would.”

“Okay, so say you did say what this article claims. Who the hell did you speak to?”

“Well, who wrote the article?”

“A…Tiana Cochran.”

“No idea who that is. Does it have one of those pictures that go with it? Like of the columnist or anything?”

“Yeah, but she doesn’t look familiar to me either. She’s got a sort of pixie face…maybe blond hair. I can’t tell, since it’s black and white.”

Blond hair…pixie face…

“Oh shitballs, it’s that skinny ice cream bitch.” 

“Who?”

Like a slow-developing Polaroid, the picture in my mind became clearer. I hadn’t thought the woman sitting next to me at Licked the day I visited Ryleigh to be significant at the time, but she did seem to have a reaction to the news that I’d married Dawson. I’d been so preoccupied with the events that had led up to me venting that day that I’d stuffed any red flags into the back of my mind. 

“Can you read me the article, and then I’ll tell you.”

Shayne did as I asked, and though it wasn’t a long exposé by any means, it did what it was intended to do—take a dig at my career as a wedding planner for happy, rose-colored glasses brides-to-be. 

“Reads like a scorned lover,” I said when she was finished. “And now that I think about it, and considering Dawson got his fair share of hate, I’m assuming that’s exactly why it was written. She was probably one of his one-night stands. The victim of can’t-keep-it-in-his-pants-itis.”

“Paige,” Shayne said, and I could practically see her shaking her head at me through the phone. “I love you more than caramel slices, but you have a big mouth.”

“In my defense, she caught me at the worst possible moment. I’d had an annulment meeting that morning that did not go the way I intended. What do people expect from me? That I want to wrangle their marriages when I’m trying to get out of my own?”

Shayne sighed. “I get it. I do. But I’m feeling the urge to muzzle you before you go out in public now.”

“It’ll be fine. I’ll track down the little twig and tell her—”

“You bloody well better not tell her anything. You’ve told her enough.”

“Would a bitch slap work instead?”

“No.”

“What about if I pulled her extensions out?”

“No.”

“Jell-O fight?”

“I’m hanging up now. When you get calls from brides denying your services, I might let you cry on my shoulder.”

“Not gonna happen, but thanks. Your concern has been noted.”

Shayne had been through a media circus when she’d acted as a beard for an A+-list Hollywood movie star, so it was understandable she was cautious. But who cared if I hated weddings and thought marriage was stupid? What was important was that I could make a bride’s romantic notions about their special day come true, so I wasn’t going anywhere, and neither was that article.

Really.

























CHAPTER NINE

F.T.S.




YOU KNOW THAT saying, FML? I hate that saying. Really, I do. “Fuck my life.” That’s a horrendous thing to say, but that night I came super close to uttering those three words. Instead, what came out in a text to the girls was FTS—fuck this shit.

To say the day had been one from the pits of hell was an understatement. I’d lost my client’s venue—which, as it turned out, was because the manager had read the article over her morning coffee and decided not to waste her time—had been on the receiving end of the most extraordinary ass reaming I could’ve imagined for losing said venue, oh, and I’d lost that client. Or should I say clients, since there were at least six voice messages on my phone right now telling me they wouldn’t be needing the services of a marriage-hating asshole, or something to that effect.

Weary down to my bones, I pushed open my bedroom door to find just a fabulous capper to my day—Dawson lounging on my bed in a pair of black lounge pants and a matching t-shirt, reading a book that I’d kept on my nightstand. 

“Are you lost?” I said, kicking off my heels and setting my purse on my vanity.

He didn’t look my way, still fully absorbed in what he was reading. “It’s fascinating the way Nora juggles all of the men in this book. She’s got the scary sadist ex-boyfriend, the young, innocent boy toy, the married book editor…and that’s not even the people she has sex with. She sounds so much like this one woman I know.” He tapped his finger against his lips. “Hmm. Fascinating.”

“Surely you have something better to do than to debate a fictional dominatrix’s sex life. From what I hear, you’ve got more important things to worry about. Like the fact that your reputation is going downhill, fast.”

He flipped a page and didn’t look up. “Good. Married men don’t have reputations.”

“Aww, but Dawson, it’d be a shame to let years of hard work go to waste.”

“Do you think Nora actually wants to get it on with Wesley, or is she being a tease?”

“Oh for the love of—” I snatched the book out of his hands and set it back on the nightstand. “Look, I understand that you feel the need to make my life hell by moving in, by invading at every opportunity, and by scaring off all friends and potential lovers, but putting your grubby paws on my escape reads is going too far.”

“Touché, love. Rough day?”

I sighed. “I’m just really not in the mood to argue right now.”

“You’re always in the mood to argue.”

“Oh yeah? Did you not catch a glimpse of this shining bit of goodness today?” I went over to the vanity and pulled the folded newspaper out of my bag. Then I chucked it his way. 

Dawson picked it up and ran his eyes over the front page. “Ah. That. Yeah, I guess I got a call about it.”

“And?”

“And what?”

“Do you or your cock remember who that girl is that wrote it?”

As he peered at the grainy image of the LA Today columnist, he twisted his lips. “Tiana. Right.” 

“That’s it? That’s all you have to say?”

“What do you want me to say? She was a stage-five clinger. She used to follow me into bathrooms at clubs, wait at my car after hours, and tell every woman I talked to that I had herpes.” He launched the paper back at me. “So this silly article? It doesn’t surprise me. I’m more surprised that you’re not laughing about it.”

“Oh, I was laughing at first, all right.”

“So why do you still look as though you want to chop my nuts off? It’ll be old news tomorrow.”

“Will it? And my career? The one that’s plummeting as we speak? What about the damage your little one-night stand is doing to that?”

That caught his attention, and he sat up, his forehead creased. “What do you mean?”

“I mean, this ‘silly’ article cost me several clients today. As in, they won’t do business with me because I”—I held up my fingers as quotations—“‘don’t respect the institution of marriage,’ and how could they work with a big, fat fake.” I glared at him. “So, yeah, I’d love to be laughing right now, but I’m more concerned with the future of my career.”

He looked appropriately contrite. “I’m sorry.”

Shrugging, I pulled out a pair of pajama shorts and a camisole top from my dresser and tossed them on the bed. “It’s fine. I’ll figure something out.”

“I’ll help you.” 

“I can do it.”

“Paige—”

“Turn around.”

“Why?”

“Just turn around. You’re lucky I haven’t kicked you out already.”

Dawson sighed and shut his eyes before putting his arm over his face, and I quickly changed into my nightclothes. No, I wasn’t the modest type, but I also wasn’t up for offering a free strip show tonight, either. 

“Done yet?” he asked, just as my eyes caught on the closed diary I kept sitting on top of a pile of clothes in my reading chair.

Oh fuck, please tell me he hadn’t peeked into that. I swiped the leather-bound journal off the chair and quickly stuffed it inside my discarded clothes.

“Maybe,” I said.

Dawson’s arm dropped back down to the bed, and when he opened his eyes, they found me walking away from the chair to dump my clothes in the hamper. He looked back at the chair and then at me again. “You still write in one of those things?” he asked. 

“No idea what you’re talking about.”

“Yes, you do. The diary that was sitting on the chair that mysteriously just disappeared.”

I whirled around, heat rushing to my face. “If you read it, I swear to—”

“I didn’t read it. Honest. You know I wouldn’t do that.”

“Dawson—”

“Paige. You know I wouldn’t.”

I blinked, those words having a déjà vu effect on me that was so unexpected, I gave in to the memory that accompanied it.




MY PARENTS WERE out of town, per usual, and the school’s elite—of which I was a new member—had invited themselves over for a last-minute party. Lucy, our chef, had already left for the day, so I’d been able to freely raid the pantry for bags of chips, cookies, and sodas. Yeah, so maybe bribing everyone with a party and snacks wasn’t the best way to make friends, but Dawson seemed to think they were okay, so I needed to make an effort for his sake. I didn’t want to lose my best friend, and I didn’t want him to think I was a loserface incapable of being social, so getting along with the cool kids seemed like the way to go.

Making my way down the hallway that led from the kitchen to the main living room and then out to where everyone was lounging on the outside patio, I struggled under the weight of the bags I’d stuffed everything into. Out of the corner of my eye, a dim light caught my attention, and I glanced over my shoulder to see that my bedroom door was wide open. 

Huh. I hadn’t left that door open, had I? No, I was pretty sure I’d closed it to keep everyone in the main part of the house. 

As raucous laughter came roaring up through the hallway, I shrugged and kept going. Maybe Dawson had gone in there to use the attached bathroom or something. 

Another round of laughter came from outside, and I walked faster. What was so funny? Maybe they’d put on the new Adam Sandler movie I’d set out earlier by the big screen. It was a gorgeous L.A. evening, cool enough to sit outside, but not warm enough to use the pool, so I figured maybe a movie would be nice. Or maybe they were telling another one of their inside jokes that they all thought was sooooo hysterical. ~Cue eye rolling~

Rounding the corner, I heard someone say my name, though the rest of her words faded out, and then…another burst of the giggles. I didn’t know why, but my skin broke out into goosebumps, and there was a sick feeling pooling in the pit of my stomach. 

Were they…talking about me? I’d only heard my name, so maybe my paranoid brain was jumping to conclusions, but as I neared the slider door that led out to the outside patio, I felt the urge to stay hidden in the shadows. 

“Oh my God, you guys, listen to this: ‘Today I heard that Joey Delano wants to ask me out, and I’m not sure how I feel about that. I think Joey can be attractive when he spikes his hair, but…he’s not really my type.’”

As they laughed again, heat crept up my neck and my heart began to hammer so hard that I thought I’d have a heart attack right then and there. That was my diary. They were reading out of my diary. The one I usually kept locked and hidden in my bedroom, so how did they have it and… Oh my God. They were reading it. Out loud. 

Leaning against the wall, I tried to inhale, but I couldn’t seem to catch my breath. I could hear them out there, passing my private written thoughts around for everyone to read a page, and as much as I knew I should bust in there so they’d stop, the last thing that needed to happen was me hyperventilating or passing out in front of them. That would just triple the humiliation that was currently coursing through my body. 

What did I do to them? We’d never really hung out before. They didn’t even know anything about me, for Pete’s sake, but now they would know everything. Half of me wanted to confront them all, to lash out and tell them what horrible people they were, but the other half wanted to crumple into a ball, right then and there. 

I didn’t do either of those things, though. Finally taking a deep breath, I straightened off the wall, and that was when I heard a familiar voice coming up behind me.

“Hey, there you are,” Dawson said, and even in the dark of the hall, I could see him smiling, his brilliant white grin that won over girls, teachers, and parents alike.

“Shh,” I replied. The last thing I needed was everyone to know that I was eavesdropping about their invasion of my privacy, and I glanced out to make sure no one had heard his approach. They hadn’t. 

“Let me get that,” Dawson said, quieter this time, as he lifted the bags from my shoulder. I wished I could say the weight I was feeling right then had been lifted as well. If anything, it just made me feel empty. Thank God Dawson hadn’t been in there to hear what they’d said. If he had, it would’ve been more than I could bear.

A traitorous tear slid down my cheek, and I casually rubbed my face to brush it away.

“What’s wrong?” he asked, and when I didn’t answer, he lifted my chin to look at him. That made it worse, because then the tears really began to flow. Not only did everyone in that room now know my secrets, but Dawson would know them too. What if he looked at me the way they would look at me now? What if he didn’t want to be friends anymore? I didn’t want to think about that, so I kept silent, shaking my head to say that no, nothing was wrong. Totally normal to be crying out of nowhere in the middle of a party. 

“Tell me what’s wrong right now. Are you hurt?”

“No. It’s nothing,” I said, trying to convince myself more than him. “It’s nothing.”

“I’ve never seen you cry, so it’s obviously not nothing.”

Shrieks of laughter rang out, drawing Dawson’s attention toward the patio. 

“Wait, wait,” another girl said. “This one’s even better. ‘Dawson went to the movies with Carla tonight. I don’t know why he bothers with girls that aren’t good enough for him.’ What, like Paige is his type? Puh-leeze. Wait until Carla finds out what she wrote. Dawson’s only friends with her because he feels sorry her parents don’t pay her any attention. At least, that’s what I heard.”

Tears streamed down my face, and Dawson didn’t have to ask me why this time. He let go of the bags, letting them crash to the ground, and then he was slamming the slider door all the way open. Conversation came to a halt as everyone stared up at him. 

“D, man, come listen to this—” one of the jock guys said, obviously slow on the uptake.

Dawson ignored him, crossing the patio to grab my diary out of Holly Butler’s perfectly manicured hands. 

“Who took this?” he asked, holding the diary up. 

“Relax, it’s just a joke,” Holly said, flipping her glossy brown hair over one shoulder.

“It’s not a joke. You don’t read someone’s private thoughts out loud to all of your friends.”

“Maybe your little girlfriend shouldn’t leave her diary somewhere we’d find it. You should read what she says about you.”

“I’m positive she didn’t leave it anywhere, unless you went trolling in her bedroom that’s off-limits,” Dawson replied, and it didn’t escape my notice that he let the girlfriend comment pass by without denial, as well as the mention of himself between the pages. I wiped away the last of my tears as a tiny flutter replaced the dread in my stomach. 

“What the hell makes you think it’s okay to do that to somebody, especially Paige?” he continued. “She’s done nothing but be nice to all of you, and all you guys have done is mooch off her food and laugh at her. This is how you say thank you? Really, guys?” Dawson let out a disgusted snort.

Silence descended over the room, and a couple of the girls shifted uncomfortably, avoiding his glare. I stood where he’d left me, in complete stillness and utter shock that he was so upset on my behalf. I’d never seen him like this before; Dawson was a chill guy, the kind everyone was drawn to because he made you feel good. And he was good at everything, which should’ve been maddening, but just made you unable to take your eyes off him. I would’ve hated to be on the receiving end of the look he was giving everyone now, and by their expressions, they were baffled at what was coming at them.

“Get out,” Dawson said, pointing toward the door. “And if I hear that one of you have breathed a word about what’s in that diary, I’ll make sure that you don’t walk for months. Goodbye, football team. Goodbye, cheerleading. Try me. I dare you.”

No one breathed a word; they just looked at each other as if waiting for someone to take the lead on what they should do.

Finally, one of the bigger guys, Chris, walked over to Dawson, and I held my breath. Dawson wasn’t a scrawny guy, but he wasn’t an athlete either, and I hoped my friend wouldn’t end up getting punched in the face for sticking up for me. There was no need to worry, though, because Chris was just passing by on his way out, and his hand landed briefly on Dawson’s shoulder. “Sorry, man—”

“Don’t say sorry to me. Go tell Paige you’re sorry for being such assholes.”

Chris gave a curt nod. “Right.”

Nothing more was said as they all filed out after him, the entire group of twenty or so, and before it occurred to me to move and hide, they were walking past me, mumbling what sounded like apologies. I stood there, frozen in place, still holding one of the bags of chips in my arms as though it was a barrier between them and me. 

Wow. So that was what it was like to have power—true power. If anyone else in that group had stood up and done the same, it wouldn’t have had nearly the effect that Dawson’s tongue-lashing had. I felt such a strong surge of pride for Dawson to be able to stand up to those people and win. 

The sad thing was, that used to be me. I’d been such a loud, spunky kid, one who never took anybody’s crap and made friends anywhere I went. When had that changed? When I’d finally realized my parents didn’t give two shits about me? When puberty hit and my smooth, flawless complexion turned into a Clearasil “before” ad? The acne had cleared up now, thank God, but my self-esteem hadn’t seemed to recover. I didn’t like who I’d become, this person that hid in the shadows, but I didn’t much like anyone in that group either. 

“Paige…” Dawson slid the patio door shut and then came over to hand me the diary. I promptly dropped the chips and hugged the journal to my chest. “I’m so sorry. Those guys—”

“It’s fine.”

“It’s not fine. I’m sorry you had to hear that—”

“It’s okay.”

“And I’m sorry they did that to you.”

“I told you. It’s—”

“Fine. Yeah, I know. And I know you better than that.” He was silent for a moment. “They’re full of shit anyway.”

I nodded, because he was right. “Thank you. You didn’t have to do that.”

“Yes, I did.” 

“Well, thank you anyway.”

Dawson rubbed the goosebumps away from my arms and gave me a small smile. “You’re better than all those guys—you know that, right?”

“Girls too?” I teased, appreciating his attempt to lighten the mood. I wanted to rewind to a few hours ago, before I’d issued invites to anyone. I wanted to just watch a silly comedy with Dawson and quote movies and take cracks at each other. But I couldn’t deny that the damage was done. Who knew if they’d heed Dawson’s warning? The whole school could find out what happened. 

“Better than all of them. And Paige? Who gives a damn what any of them say. Seriously. You know you’re kickass. I think you’re kickass. Who cares what anyone else says?”

That made me finally crack a smile. “I did look pretty kickass standing here holding a bag of chips, huh?”

“Jackie Chan would be shivering in his boots.”

“I dunno, I think scary Dawson yelling might have him beat,” I said, picking the bags up off the floor, and again, he took the heavier ones and put them on his shoulder. As I walked past him, heading back toward the kitchen to put all the stuff away, he reached out and stopped me. 

“You know I’d never want to hurt you like that or embarrass you, right?” he said, and cupped my cheek. “I’d never do that to you, Paige. You know I wouldn’t.”




“PAIGE?”

AS I shook away the memory of sixteen-year-old me and Dawson, his eyes came into focus in front of me, and the concern in them echoed the ones I’d just seen.

“Are you okay? Where’d you go?”

He was too close, his gaze too earnest, and as my breath hitched, I found myself backing away.

“What’s wrong?” he asked, taking a step forward, and again I moved back. He’d see right through me if he stayed, and that man had enough of my secrets to last a lifetime.

“Go,” I said, my voice barely above a whisper. “Please… Please just leave me alone.”

Something in my tone or in my expression must’ve told him I meant what I said, because after giving me a once-over like he was checking that I wasn’t physically injured, he nodded. I watched as he closed the door behind him, and then, unlike the me from my memory, I let myself fall apart on the bed.

























CHAPTER TEN

Never Make a Deal with the Devil




“WE’RE GOING OUT.”

Quinn’s statement brooked no argument, but I wasn’t going to argue. After a long week, I needed a stress reliever, and a night out on the town with my girls sounded like the perfect solution. 

“You read my mind. Where are we thinking?”

“Jumbo’s,” she said, and I raised my eyebrows.

“Ohh, it’s gonna be that kind of night.” I shuffled the phone between my neck and shoulder and headed into my closet to rifle through my naughtiest options. Quinn would be in one of her signature leather ensembles, no doubt something as short as she was. Hmm, what did I have with spikes or studs on it…

“I figured you needed a break from domesticated bliss.” 

“You figured right. Although…” I stopped, because how to say that I hadn’t actually seen Dawson in the last couple of days? Or, rather, since the day I told him to leave me alone. I hadn’t meant for good, I’d just meant for the night, and—

Wait, why was I even stressing about this? It wasn’t like I cared whether he came or went. I knew he hadn’t moved out because his suitcase was still in the room next to mine, and I’d noticed some of his clothes were hung up in the closet. Maybe he’d simply been obeying my wishes of leaving me alone, because he wasn’t a horrible human being and he got the point that I wasn’t in the mood to deal with him? Nahhh. He was still pretty horrible, even if I couldn’t stop replaying the diary memory that reminded me of a time when he’d been sweet. 

Maybe his absence could be explained by having to work late, or having dinner with his parents, or going out on hot dates—

Okay, I didn’t really want to dwell on that last option because… Well, I just didn’t. 

“Hello? Did our connection drop or something?” Quinn said, and then she must’ve tapped the phone on a hard surface, because I heard three loud bangs.

I held the phone away from my ear before saying, “No, I’m here. Let me slut myself up and I’ll meet you guys at—”

“We’ll come to you,” she said. “See you at ten.”




* * *




WITH A NAME like Jumbo’s Clown Room, I’m sure you’re expecting some kind of carnival atmosphere, maybe some kiddie rides and animal balloons, a funnel cake, and, of course, clowns.

Jumbo’s has none of those things, bar a few clown faces, hence why I was wearing a pair of black shorts that were practically indecent, a backless red top that dipped low in the front, and a pair of black pumps with spikes on the back, should anyone get too close. As our Uber pulled up to the entrance—none of us wanted to be the designated driver this evening—the line outside the building was already long. At first glance, you might think Jumbo’s was a strip club, but that wouldn’t do justice to what was happening inside. 

Bypassing the line after handing the valet we passed twenty bucks each, we entered the loud, already-packed small room, the sounds of Guns N’ Roses blaring as a burlesque dancer swung from the top of the pole on stage all the way down before sliding into a split. She had a killer GNR rose-and-studs bra on, and a pair of leather bikini bottoms that I knew Quinn was drooling over. When I bumped her shoulder, she looked over at me and grinned.

“Bitch deserves at least a ten for those,” she said, pulling a bill out of the roll she kept in the garter under her mini, and then she walked up to the stage and waited until the dancer walked over to grab it—between her breasts.

“Hot damn, I wish I could do that,” Ryleigh said from beside me, shaking her head. 

I know you may be wondering why the hell we’d chosen to watch female pole dancers during our night out instead of going out dancing. The answer was simple—the women who rocked the stage at Jumbo’s were badass, doing tricks on the stage and pole that were damn impressive, so call it a night of female empowerment. Jumbo’s was a unique Hollywood landmark, somewhere you had to go and experience to really get the full effect. The dancers always kept their clothes on, never stripping it all off, because while I was an equal opportunist when it came to experimenting, the other girls would’ve preferred lap dances of the cock variety. 

“Shots first?” Quinn asked, and before we could say anything, she was making her way to the bar, Shayne following her.

“So,” Ryleigh said, nudging me. “Think we’ll see the girl who pours that neon hot wax all over herself?”

“One can only hope.”

“Agreed.” 

I could tell there was more she wanted to say, but she turned her attention to the dancer walking on stage covered in tattoos and a Harley Quinn getup. There were dollar bills being thrown on stage before the music even started.

“Go ahead and ask,” I said.

Ryleigh laughed. “I’m that transparent, huh?”

“You don’t have a great poker face, no.”

“Well, Shayne mentioned Dawson had moved in—”

“Against my will.”

“And I was curious how things have…progressed?”

“Regressed, you mean.” I pulled out a few dollar bills from the pocket of my shorts and tossed them on stage, and the dancer gave me a wink.

“There’s no way things are worse than before. You guys fought all the time. What’s going on now?”

“I don’t know,” I said.

“You don’t know?”

“We haven’t exactly talked the last couple of days.”

“What? Paige, what did you do?”

I put my hands on my hips as I faced her. “Why the hell does it always have to be something I did?”

“Because you’re not called Pita for nothing, babes.”

Sighing, I turned my attention back to the dancer. “He hasn’t been around. I didn’t do anything. He’s a free man.”

“Not really.”

“Yes, really. A piece of paper doesn’t change that.”

Ryleigh looked over her shoulder and around us. “Jesus, Paige, don’t say that too loud or you’ll get another lovely front-page feature.”

“I doubt it’d do any more damage than it already has.”

She frowned, her eyes full of compassion. “Still losing clients left and right?”

“I’m down to two weddings this month, and I think that’s only because it was too late for them to find someone else.”

“Oh, Paige—”

“Red-headed sluts in honor of Shaaaaayne,” Quinn yelled as she and the redhead in question handed out plastic shot glasses full of ruby liquid. 

“Yes, that kinky bitch,” I agreed, grateful for the subject change. I knew Ry meant well, but I couldn’t take the sympathetic words. It’d been a long couple of days of trying to convince brides I didn’t think their marriages would end up as a big, fat D, but apparently my poker face must not be great either, because they seemed to see right through those words. And, okay, so I was a bit jaded, but what do you expect when you choose “At Last” for your first dance song, because it’s only been done by literally everyone and their mama and their grandmama before. 

Like I said. Jaded.

“To sexy bitches who know how to pop it,” Quinn said, holding up her shot as we followed her movement. “And by that, I mean us.”

As the sweet alcohol hit my taste buds, I happened to glance at the door, where a foursome of guys were making their way inside. The three dark-headed ones in the front were friends of Dawson’s, and the one in the back was—a tall guy moved out of the way—and it revealed…

Dawson. 

Here.

In the small confines of Jumbo’s. 

What were the damn odds?

The surprise must’ve shown on my face as I watched him glance around and then head with the other guys in the direction of the bar, because the girls all whipped their heads in his direction too. 

“Oh shit,” Quinn said.

Ryleigh nodded. “This should be fun.”

“Fun?” Shayne finished off her shot and then shook her head. “You didn’t see them practically murder each other with their eyes the other night.” 

“Like I said. Should be fun,” Ryleigh said with a grin. 

I ducked down in front of Shayne, since she was the tallest. “Maybe he won’t know I’m here.”

“This place only fits, like, maaaybe fifty people, honey. Prepare yourself now.” Quinn took away my empty shot. “Oh, and you’re cut off.”

“The fuck? I only make bad decisions like marrying people when you’re not around. You guys are here, so you can protect me—”

“From the big, bad Dick?” Shayne snorted. “Nice try. I’ve never known you to need protection from one of those. Well…I mean, besides the obvious form, of course.”

“Bloody hilarious,” I said, mimicking her accent.

Great. Just great. I didn’t see the guy for days, and bam—he showed up on girls’ night. Maybe he’d hidden some kind of tracking program on my damn phone, some way of knowing where I was at all times so he could pop in whenever he wanted to.

But…I couldn’t deny he looked good tonight. I mean, good for him, anyway. His hair was pulled back at the nape of his neck, and he’d dressed down his black collared shirt with distressed jeans. The top buttons of the shirt had been left undone, like he’d been pulled away before he could bother with them, and the sleeves were casually rolled up, showcasing his strong forearms. It always surprised me that he wasn’t covered in tattoos, given his “look,” but as long as I’d known him, he’d never shown an interest. Could be hot, though.

“You’re staring,” Ryleigh said in my ear, jolting me out of my thoughts. I glanced at her over my shoulder, and she had a secretive smile on her face. “Just thought I’d call you out on it so you can’t deny it later.”

I narrowed my eyes. “I was merely wondering where his strings of necklaces were this fine evening.”

“Sure you were.”

God, what was wrong with me? One sappy memory and I was mooning over the guy? I mentally slapped myself to get it together.

“Go say hi,” Quinn said, pushing me toward the bar.

“Yeah, I should say something, right? Before it gets awkward.”

Ryleigh was biting her lip. “You should.”

“Yep, I’m going,” I said, running my hands over my low-cut top to make sure all was still in place. It certainly wasn’t to open the fabric a bit more. Not at all.

“Fancy seeing you here,” I said, sidling up alongside him where he stood waiting for his drink at the bar. “Not stalking me, are you?”

“Paige,” he said, surprise lighting up his face. “Hey… What are you doing here?”

Well, shit. He seemed genuinely taken aback, soooo I guessed the tracker theory was out.

“So this is where you’ve been hiding,” I said.

“Just tonight.” He inclined his head back at a trio of guy friends. “Justin’s birthday.”

“You know you don’t need an excuse, right?”

“For…?”

“Being out. Drinking. Dancing. Dating. Whatever.”

Dawson’s lips twisted like he was trying not to smile. “Dating, huh?”

“I mean, yeah. It’s not like I’ve got you on a leash or something, so you’re free to do whatever you want.”

“So, you’re giving me permission now, is that it?”

“I’m just saying don’t let a little thing like being married slow your roll.”

Dawson’s forehead crinkled as he studied my face, and then he began to slowly shake his head. “You’re an interesting woman, Pita.”

“I’ve been called worse.” 

A jolt came from behind, someone knocking into me to get through the crowd, and Dawson’s hands came out to steady my waist. It was then that he seemed to notice what I was wearing, because his eyes grew large.

“Wow,” he said. 

An unfamiliar warmth spread through my chest at his admiration. “Thank you.”

“That’s… Damn. You should wear that more often.” His gaze continued to travel up my body, and when his eyes landed back on mine, he cleared his throat. “I mean, uh, maybe you should put on pants next time.”

I couldn’t help the laugh that escaped my mouth. “Right. I’ll take that into consideration.”

“You here with the girls?”

“Yep.” I nodded over to where they stood, watching our exchange, and when he looked their way, their attention whirled back to the stage.

“They do know they’re about as subtle as a blow job, right?” he said, as one of the dancers came over to let Quinn stick another dollar in her bikini bottoms. 

“Guess that’s why I fit right in.” I ran my finger down the length of my shirt, and Dawson’s eyes followed. When his gaze lifted, I winked. “See you around, Dick.”




* * *




AN HOUR LATER, I was coming out of the bathroom when Dawson rounded the corner and came to a halt in front of me.

“You looked bored out there,” I remarked.

“Did I?” He shoved his hands into the pockets of his jeans. “Nah, I’m not bored. Just not really feelin’ it tonight.”

“Because I’m here?”

His brow furrowed. “No.”

An idea began to form, and my lips curved into a smile. “Well, what do you say we liven things up a bit?”

“You make me nervous when you say things like that.”

“Up for a night of dares?”

Dawson shook his head. “I don’t think so.”

“Oh, come on, it’ll be fun. We can even make a bet out of it, if you like.”

“A bet?” That got his attention. “What kind of a bet?”

“Hmm. We don’t really have a big enough space to do much…and no dancing…what about whoever can get the most numbers wins?”

His hand went to the back of his neck and he groaned. “Bad idea, Pita.”

“It’s a great idea, thank you very much. Don’t be a pussy.”

“What the fuck do I need numbers for?”

“To continue filling up your black book, or to give to your friends, or to simply prove me wrong. It doesn’t matter why; it’s a game.”

He sighed, seeming to think it over. “What’s the prize?”

“Winner’s choice.”

“Really?”

“Yep.” 

“Anything I want?”

“As long as it’s legal,” I said, remembering the time he dared me to steal a sign from In-N-Out. 

Sorry, In-N-Out. 

I grabbed his wrist to read the time on his Piguet. “Let’s say two hours.”

“Two hours. Check.” 

“And no cheating. No numbers from my friends or your friends.”

“I know how to play this silly game, love.” His eyes glimmered beneath the ruby lights of the cramped hallway, and something in his stare had my pulse racing. “Don’t start things you’re not okay with losing.”

Standing my ground, I said, “You’re not going to win, so I’m not worried.”

“And you’re sure? Anything I want?”

“If you were to win, which you won’t. But, yes, humor yourself.”

“You know,” he said, fingering the thread of hair that fell over my shoulder, “I admire your confidence. It’s always been one of my favorite things about you, but…” He dropped his hand. “You’re going down, love.”

“You wish.”

“That I do, Pita. That I do.”




* * *




“YOU’RE AN IDIOT,” Ryleigh said, as I sifted through the slips of napkins in my hands two hours later. She and the girls had watched with amused expressions as I’d made my way through the room, flirting and chatting it up with women and guys alike, and that included the dancers. Out of the corner of my eye I’d seen Dawson doing the same, though he steered clear of the males. And that was why I was feeling confident—with the crowd split clearly in half, male and female, that gave me double the winning odds. Once I won this bet, that would give me the leverage I needed to kick him out. Poor guy.

“Oh, live a little.” I waved her off and finished counting, then smiled triumphantly. “An even ten, baby.” 

“What happens if you lose?” Shayne asked.

“I don’t lose.”

“I said what if.”

“In the 0.0001 percent chance I lose, he’d get to name his terms.”

Ryleigh went bug-eyed. “Okay, I take back what I said. You’ve clearly had a lobotomy at some point.”

“I’m offended you think I’ve lost my touch.”

“No, we don’t think that,” Quinn said, her eyes on the dancer slamming her platform shoe down on the stage to get the attention of a guy sitting in front of her. Feisty broads. I loved it.

“All right, well, you guys can apologize for doubting me later,” I said, as I saw Dawson heading my way. I met him halfway, a shit-eating grin on my face.

“You look pretty proud of yourself,” he said. 

“I am,” I said, fanning myself with the napkins.

Dawson eyed them and whistled. “Looks like you’ve been busy. I guess walking around half-naked worked wonders for you.”

“You know these are strictly based on my glittering personality.” When his lips twitched, I handed him the numbers. “Ten, baby. I’m ready to name my reward now.”

“Not so fast…” Dawson said, reaching into his pocket.

“Why? You want to count? Go ahead. I’ll wait.”

He pulled out a folded pile of napkins. “Eleven.”

I blinked. “What? You’re lying.”

“Not lying.” He handed me the stack and then crossed his arms. “Count ’em and weep.”

“But…this is impossible,” I said, my heart sinking as I counted each one. I never lost this game, not to anyone, and I wasn’t about to lose an anything-goes stakes round to Dawson. I held up the last napkin. “That one looks like your handwriting.”

“I can assure you, I have no reason to cheat.”

“You do if the prize is something you want.”

He stared me down, and I relented. 

“Fine,” I mumbled, still disbelieving I’d lost. I’d lost. At something I was utterly sure of. Apparently the only person who could turn on the charm more than me was…ugh. The man in front of me. 

“I told you not to bet me.”

“You got lucky this time. Another round,” I said, and he shook his head, chuckling. 

“Rules are rules.”

“Fuck the rules—isn’t that what you’ve always said? Make our own damn rules.”

“I’m good with the ones we laid out.”

I shifted, crossing my arms over my chest. “Well…what is it you want?”

“I think I’d like to see you sweat about it first.”

“I’ll do no such thing.”

“You will. But don’t you worry.” He tapped me on the nose. “I’ll be collecting soon enough.”

























CHAPTER ELEVEN

Here, Fishy, Fishy




TWO NIGHTS LATER, he did just that.

After I parked my SUV in the garage, I looked again at the text message he’d sent me hours earlier:




Be home by six. I’m ready to collect.




Sweet Jesus, there was no telling what he had up his sleeve. And, holding up my end of the bargain, I’d waited to come home until right at six. The last thing I wanted him to think was that I was eager—I definitely was not.

“You’re late,” Dawson said from behind me when I’d walked inside, making me jump. He tapped his watch. “I said by six. Not at six.”

“Oh, one measly minute, what does it matter?”

“It matters because I’m hungry.”

“So? There’s a stocked kitchen. Go make something,” I said, walking past him to hang my coat up. “Or maybe if you can manage to ask nicely, my chef, Gabrielle, will fix whatever it is you wish.”

“Actually, she can’t.” 

When I turned back around, I asked, “Is she sick?”

“I sent her home.”

“Why would you do that?”

A sly smile spread across Dawson’s face, one that told me I wasn’t going to like the answer to that question. He held out his hand toward me. “Come.”

When I crossed my arms instead, he shrugged and headed toward the kitchen. Suspicious, I followed.

I should’ve stayed in the foyer.

Laid out across the long marble island were pots and pans, packages of food, and jars of all shapes and sizes.

“What is this?” I asked, slowly walking alongside the island, glancing at the spread. 

“I told you it was time to collect my prize. This is what I want.”

“A counter full of fish and asparagus?”

“You’re going to make us dinner.”

My mouth fell open as I looked from Dawson to the ingredients in front of me. “You’ve got to be fucking joking me.”

“Not at all. See, and you thought I’d give you something worse.”

“But I don’t cook. Like…ever. I don’t even know how to turn the oven on.” I picked up the fresh package of fish, two long ones with their heads still fully intact, eyeballs and all. “What the hell am I supposed to do with this?”

“That’s for me to watch and you to figure out.”

I clicked my tongue, getting it now. “So you want to watch me suffer and look ridiculous. Got it.”

“No. I said I was hungry. I expect to eat something.”

“When you said you were ready to collect on the bet, I never would’ve guessed you wanted…this,” I said, picking up a jar called “parsley” and wrinkling my nose at the smell.

“Aw. Disappointed? Want me to choose something a bit juicier?”

“No,” I said, too quickly. “It’s just…unexpected, is all.”

Dawson pushed off the counter and came over to wrap an arm around my shoulders. “I remember you telling me that ‘a good wife puts food on the table.’ I know details of that night are sketchy for you, but surely you remember those bold claims you made about wifely duties.”

Oh, I remembered, all right. I’d also said something about several orgasms a day, but thankfully he didn’t mention that part. “I said there’d be food on the table. I didn’t say I’d be the one making it.”

“There’s a first time for everything.”

Okay, so in the grand scheme of things, he could’ve chosen something much worse than throwing together a bunch of food and calling it a meal. I mean, he could’ve brought up the aforementioned sexual favors, so, yeah, I could be down with food. 

“So…it looks like I’ll be making…um…some kind of fish with asparagus and uh…” I scanned the table, looking for something remotely resembling a side dish. “Risotto?”

“Escarole-stuffed seared trout and lemon asparagus risotto.”

“Holy shit. That sounds like gibberish.”

“That’s what Gabrielle tossed out, so who am I to complain?”

“Whatever happened to cheeseburgers and fries?” I mumbled.

“You know how to make those?”

“Well, no, but at least the protein wouldn’t be staring me in the face. That fish is creeping me out. Can you at least cut the head off for me?”

“It’s supposed to be cooked with the head.”

“Ew, why?”

Dawson’s hand came up to cover his mouth—or, rather, to cover the cheesetastic grin on his face.

I held up a green bunch that looked kind of like lettuce. “I don’t even know what this is.”

“That’s the escarole part of the dish.”

“The what? Is that the fancy name for it?” 

“It’s also called an endive.”

“Oh. Endive. Right.” I had no clue what that was either, but I wasn’t showing that card. No need to make him realize I was as blond as I looked when it came to matters of food. He’d find out soon enough. 

“Okay…well…I guess I’d better get to it.” I picked up the sheet of paper Gabrielle had been kind enough—yes, that was sarcastic—to leave behind, and quickly skimmed it. “Mix together the escarole with lemon juice, olive oil, and shallots.” Oh fuck, what the hell were those?

The confusion must’ve showed on my face, because Dawson pushed what looked like an onion toward me. I looked at the list again. Okay, no onions, so maybe that thing was a shallot.

“Right,” I said. “Easy enough.” I placed the large mixing bowl in front of me, and was about to rip the escarole into pieces when Dawson coughed. Glancing up, I saw him inclining his head toward the sink. 

Ohh. Yeah, these should probably be washed first, huh? It would’ve been nice if all the instructions had been written on here, but I did remember seeing Gabrielle do it to vegetables before chopping them for a salad, so I carried the escarole to the sink and rinsed it off. Once I was satisfied it was good and clean, I patted the bunch dry and then grabbed one of the big, sharp knives I’d seen Gabrielle use on carrots.

Dawson’s eyes grew large. “Uh, what are you gonna do with that?”

“Relax, Dick. I don’t plan on using this on any body parts tonight, though after this I might be tempted to.”

“Can we not go to the hospital tonight? That might put a damper on things.”

I pointed at him with the knife. “You wanted dinner, I’m fucking making dinner. So zip your pie hole and let me concentrate.”

Then I moved the bunch of escarole to the cutting board and lifted my knife, but stopped short when I realized I didn’t know which part I was supposed to cut. Did you chop the whole thing? Just the leafy green things? Not the leafy green things? Oh, shitdammit. 

Pulling my phone from my pocket, I quickly searched “what part of the escarole do you use.” A quick YouTube video later, and I was ready to cut the whole thing apart. It took me a lot longer than the one-minute video I’d watched—try about ten minutes—but that was only because I’d been trying not to cut off any fingers while I was at it. Then I did the same search on my phone but with shallots, and that took even longer because they had to go into tiny little pieces. Oh, and it didn’t help that those tiny assholes were making me cry like an onion would. On second thought, shallots were probably the fancy name for onion, because nothing could ever be simple today, could it? 

I sniffed and wiped my wet cheeks with the back of my hand. My mascara wasn’t waterproof today, so there was no telling what I looked like. Besides a sniveling mess, of course.

“Aw, Pita. I had no idea you’d get so emotional—” Dawson started, until I squinted and pointed the knife in his direction again. 

Once I measured out the shallots and escarole into the mixing bowl, I added squeezes of lemon and some olive oil and tossed it around a bit. Well, damn. I felt pretty proud of myself already. 

“‘Step two,’” I read to myself. “‘Stuff the cavities of the fish with the escarole mix and close with skewers.’” I picked up the package of fish and took the shrink wrapping off. Stuff the cavity? Did it mean—

I dropped the fish back on the counter. “Oh, no, no, hell no. I am not sticking my hand inside that thing.” 

A bemused expression crossed Dawson’s face as he looked at me. 

“There’s guts and stuff that has to come out, right? And then I have to put the escarole crap in it? Do you seriously want to eat this, or are you just torturing me?”

Dawson’s shoulders began to shake, as his hand went over his face again, and when it was clear from his laughter that he wasn’t helping me in any way, shape, or form, I growled. 

“Fine. I’ll figure this out for myself. I just need to, uh…get another knife,” I said, and then drew a random one out of the knife stand. Then I grabbed a pair of dishwashing gloves out from beneath the sink and searched for a video on “how to clean trout.” I felt like a surgeon with all the “slit open its belly along the underside” talk, and just as I’d successfully done that and was ready to tackle what all needed to be removed, the screen went black. 

“Shit,” I said, the knife in one hand and my other holding open the fish. I was beginning to understand veganism. “Hey, Dawson? Can you get my charger for me?”

He’d picked up a newspaper while I prepared the meal, and he had it spread open so that I couldn’t see his face. 

“Dawson,” I said, a little louder. “I’m wading through fish guts over here, so could you be a gem and plug my phone back in so I can figure out how to do this?”

I knew he heard me that time, but he continued reading the newspaper like I wasn’t three feet away slaving over a meal to feed his ass—and his ego.

“Ugh, you are loving this,” I muttered. “I didn’t even know you knew how to read.”

Out of the corner of my eye I caught him move the paper aside to watch me, and then he snickered. 

Opening the fish back up, I used the knife to cut all of whatever that shit was inside out, gagging the whole time. I had no clue if I was even doing it right, but Dawson was the one who’d get food poisoning if I didn’t, so it was on him. I rinsed the fish off too, and the insides, because…well, I guessed that was what you were supposed to do? Couldn’t hurt, anyway.

“What about the other one?” Dawson finally piped up, his gaze on the second, still complete fish on the countertop.

“I’m suddenly not hungry,” I said, as I began stuffing the one in my hands with the escarole mixture. Step three was to cook the trout in a skillet with oil. No problem. I could do that. Since Gabrielle hadn’t left the oil on the counter, I grabbed the extra virgin olive oil, since it didn’t specify what kind, and poured a bunch in the cast-iron skillet. A few minutes later, the trout was in, and I was mentally patting myself on the damn back. 

Until a few minutes later, when it started smoking. Liiiike a lot.

“Um, Dawson, is it supposed to be smoking this bad?” I asked, fanning the fumes away from my face. I hadn’t expected him to answer, since this was laugh-at-Paige hour, but it would’ve been fucking helpful to know in case I was about to burn my house down. Maybe it needed more oil? I poured some more in, the hiss and sizzle of the liquid against the hot pan satisfying my sense of productiveness. Who said I couldn’t cook?

























CHAPTER TWELVE

War of the Roses




REMIND ME NEVER to do that again. If someone threatens my life and tells me I have to make them a beef wellington blah blah blah or it’s death by Aqua Net inhalation, I’ll take a few gallons of the stiff hairspray kick-it bucket, please.

It was two hours later, and as I stared down at the mess covering my stove, I couldn’t believe that Dawson was still planning to put any of it in his mouth. To say the fish was well done miiight have been an understatement, judging from the charcoaled bits that kept falling off; the risotto looked like a pile of grey oatmeal my nana used to gum when she’d lost her teeth, with lumpy green asparagus roots rising through it. It was the grossest thing I’d ever seen in my life, and I’d watched seven seasons of Sons of Anarchy, thank you very much.

“Well,” I said, gesturing to the stove. “Bon appétit.”

Dawson looked over my shoulder at the steaming pile of…well, crap, to be honest, and raised his eyebrows. I had a feeling he thought I’d burn the house to the ground before I was able to make something resembling cooked fish. 

“It looks…um.” His face twisted as he tried to find the right word for the amazingness that was burnt trout and lumpy rice stuff. “You did a…bang-up job. For someone who’s never opened her refrigerator before.”

“I appreciate the backhanded compliment.”

“You’re welcome. Now, I think I’ll take dinner in the dining room. Wife.” He kissed my cheek and strode across the kitchen, apparently intent on letting me serve him or something. 

Uh, no. Hell no.

I threw the potholders on the counter, and put my hands on my hips. “This is buffet style, honey. My end of the bet is done.”

“All good wives set the dinner table and then join their husbands for their evening meal, or did you grow up with a bunch of baboons?”

The words were out of his mouth before he realized what he was saying, and I scowled. “You know exactly where I grew up and with what kind of baboons. You think we had happy family dinners?”

There was a flash of sympathy in his eyes, but I blinked and then it was gone, replaced by his signature smugness.

“I didn’t say it had to be happy. I said you had to join me.” 

“So I can watch you dry-heave after you realize this stuff is inedible? No thanks.”

“Look, I’ll even make my own drink,” he said, taking out a glass from the cupboard and then filling it with filtered water from the fridge. “Though I won’t be opposed if you’d like to open a bottle of wine.”

With a snort, I headed to the sink to scrub the length of my arms down to remove all evidence that I’d actually gotten my hands dirty doing something domestic. When I was done, I wiped my hands off on a towel and then took a plate out of the cupboard and began piling the unpalatable food on it, making sure the fish eyeballs were up front and center. “Fine. You’ll get served, but you’re out of your mind if you think I’m letting you drink in private with me again.”

“Aww, Pita. Scared?”

“The product of the last time we drank together is that I married your ass, you moved in, and we…” I gestured between us. “Whatevered. So, yeah, you could say I’m a bit hesitant.”

After opening the utensil drawer, I grabbed a fork and knife and set it on the plate, and then reached across the island for the salt and pepper, knocking over what looked like a mini blender in the process.

“What is this thing?” I asked, setting it back upright. It was bunched in with all the other ingredients I’d used tonight, but I hadn’t seen a blender mentioned on the recipe. “Was I supposed to use this for something?”

“I believe that’s the vegetable chopper.”

“The vegetable—” I couldn’t help it. I stamped my foot. “Are you telling me you watched me spend an hour chopping shit that I could’ve pushed a button for?”

“I do recall you threatening me with a knife and telling me to ‘zip my pie hole.’ Castration isn’t really my thing, love. You understand.”

Have reached boiling point. Potential to explode: high.

“You motherfu— Ugh.” Pushing past him into the dining room, I let the plate of food clatter onto the table and threw down the silverware, putting him at the far end of the long oak table and me on the other end. If I sat any closer, I might have to stab him in the knee with my fork.

“Such a temper.” Dawson tsked as he took a seat and waited for me to do the same.

I didn’t.

“Not going to say thank you?” I asked.

He placed the napkin in his lap. “Thank you.”

“That’s better.”

Jerking out the chair from under the table, I took a seat and looked up to see Dawson squinting at me and wiping at his cheek.

“You’ve got something on your face,” he said. “Leftover cornmeal, maybe.”

Frowning, I rubbed the back of my hand over where he’d indicated, but he shook his head and chuckled. 

“You’re making it worse,” he said.

“And you’re just going to sit there and laugh at me, are you?” 

“I’m thinking about it. You’re not going to eat?”

I’d felt a little vomitous earlier, and there was no way in hell I was taking a bite off his plate, but I was kind of hungry. 

“Now that you mention it…” Pushing away from the table, I went to the kitchen to take out exactly what I was in the mood for. Sweet cream ice cream from Licked that Ryleigh had sent over in a gallon-size container. A large jar of Nutella. A can of whipped cream—the extra-creamy kind. Hmm what else…a big bowl and spoon, check. Yep, that should do it.

“Dessert already?” Dawson asked as I set the items up on my side of the table and took a seat. “Looks great, but I’d prefer that after I finish this…uh”—he stabbed something black on his plate—“fish?”

 Taking off the lid of the Nutella, I gave him a saccharine smile and said, “Oh no, this is not for you. Your dinner is served. This is mine.” Then I spooned some of the smooth hazelnut chocolate into my mouth and moaned. “Mmmm, sooo good.”

His expression fell, and so, apparently, did his good mood. Ah, so he didn’t like it when the tables turned on him. Good. I’d have to aim to piss him off more.

Setting down his fork before taking a bite, he pushed away from the table. “Hmm, now that you mention it, I forgot one small thing.” A few seconds later I heard the refrigerator door open and shut, and then he was back, carrying a plastic food container.

“Excuse me, what is that?” I asked.

“Your Gabrielle is such a thoughtful woman. She seemed to think you might not be up to the task of cooking dinner tonight, so she wanted to make sure I wouldn’t starve. Luckily, she thought of dessert too.” He popped the top off the container and took a deep breath. “Mmm, buttermilk pie. One of my favorites.”

My mouth fell open. “She made that for you?”

“Mmm,” Dawson said as he took a big bite. “She sure did. And the fish I ate earlier was just as delicious.”

“But…” I was at a loss for words, and I had a feeling my mouth had gaped open more than the fish on his plate.

Dawson wiped his mouth with his napkin and then inclined his head. “You didn’t really think I’d be up for food poisoning, did you, love?”

Ohhhhhhh. Oh, no he did not. The simmering in my blood turned to a full-on boil as I sat there watching him continue eating his pie, realizing this had all been a fun new low on ways to torture me. And, to top it off, he’d used my chef against me? I’d bet money there wasn’t another plastic container in there with my name on it, and that was what finally did it. Thaaat was what had me clenching my jaw and ready to snap. 

He really should’ve learned it’s better when I’m not forced to snap.

“You rat bastard,” I said, jumping to my feet, and as I pointed at him with the spoon I still held, the ball of ice cream I’d scooped up for myself went flying off, hitting him with a loud splat square in the jaw. 

Oh, shit…whoops?

Dawson sat there, stock-still, as though trying to process that he had, indeed, been hit with a flying ball of ice cream.

Damn right he had. I hadn’t meant to do it, but hell, it had felt so good watching that self-satisfied expression leave his face that I dug my spoon into the ice cream again, this time flinging the ball toward his lap so that he had to jump up to wipe it off, lest he feel like having frozen balls for dessert. 

“Pita, what the hell?” he said, as he worked the napkin up and down across his zipper, and then wiped at his chin. “Have you lost your fucking mind?” 

“I think I have. You see, I seem to have woken up in some kind of nightmare alternate universe where I let this guy I know get the best of me at every turn. But”—I scooped some Nutella onto the spoon—“I think he needs a little reminding that I’m not that kind of girl.” 

And then I flung that Nutella, but this time he’d moved to the side just in time, so the hazelnut chocolate only skimmed the side of his neck instead of slapping into him, the rest landing on the wall behind him. 

Dawson’s jaw ticked, and then he lifted a finger to his neck, slid it across the Nutella, and sucked it into his mouth. His eyes were heated on mine as he pulled it back out slowly. “Feel better?” he growled.

“I do. I really, really do,” I said, with a smile sweet as sugar. Then I dropped the spoon into the ice cream, picked up the container, and headed out of the dining room, but not before calling over my shoulder, “By the way, you’re on cleanup duty.”

When he didn’t respond, I felt a little more than self-satisfied. Sure, throwing food was immature and not the way I’d normally play the game, but Dawson was crawling over every last nerve I had left, so a smack in his face felt damn good. Especially since I’d been kicking myself over the slightest bit of guilt I had over abruptly shutting him out when I’d thought he was being sincere the other night in my room. But tonight he’d proved that old emotions getting stirred up had no business in the present. He was a bug that needed to be squashed, and I had no problem putting my heels into it.

Honestly, had he thought he’d get the best of—

Thwack!

Something cold and gooey hit the back of my neck with a force that meant it’d been hurled across the room, and I stopped in my tracks. 

No, he fucking didn’t… 

As I slowly turned on my heel to face him, another glob of his dessert smacked me in the chest, before sliding down my white blouse and then dropping onto the hardwood floor. My jaw fell right along with it, and then I looked up to see Dawson’s superior smile, and a challenge in his darkened eyes.

“You don’t look so great in buttermilk pie,” he said, wiping his hands off before placing them squarely on his hips. Which was also right before I swiped the whipped cream container, flicked off the top, and charged. Yes, charged—right at him. 

His brows shot up to his hairline when he saw me coming, and he raced to the other side of the table, where I’d left the rest of my “dinner.” It didn’t matter, though, because I was on him and spraying him down with the creamy white stuff—hah, probably a first for him—before he had a chance to retaliate. 

“You’ve…gone…psychotic,” he managed as he struggled to grab a hold of my wrists, but his hands were too slippery.

“And you, you won’t leave me the hell alone,” I yelled, continuing to spray the whipped cream, though it was half landing on me at this point. “Why is that? Millions of women out there begging for a night with Dirty Dick, and you insist on screwing with me?”

I slipped on some of the melted ice cream I’d lobbed his way, and took the opportunity to slide out of his grasp. After quickly kicking off my heels, I skated across the slick hardwood, out of his reach, but he stayed hot on my tail. A cold bullet to my back as I ran into the kitchen had me screeching, and I looked over my shoulder to see him balling up some more ice cream to send in my direction.

Several long strands of hair had come out of his ponytail, hanging in front of his face, all wet and sticky and not at all unattractive. Damn him. I doubted the same could be said for me at the moment. 

Dawson gave me a savage smile. “You’re just lucky, I guess.” Then he let go of the melting ice cream in his hands, and before I could move, it smacked against my chest.

“Oh shit,” I said, as the sweet cream oozed its way down into my shirt, soaking the entire front completely and sending goosebumps up my arms. “Sweet fuck, that’s cold.” I didn’t hesitate—I undid the top buttons and then lifted the shirt up and over my head, anything to get warm. 

It wasn’t until I looked up that I noticed Dawson had stopped moving, one of his hands still holding the gallon of ice cream and the other dripping the remnants from his fingers onto the floor. His gaze was on me—or on my chest, rather. The nude satin didn’t do a damn thing to hide how cold that shit had been; my nipples were hard and the melted ice cream had soaked through my shirt, making it completely see-through. Christ, he probably wasn’t even thinking it was from the cold. No doubt he had the wrong impression, like I was excited by all this…this…whatever this was. 

When he continued staring at me, I crumpled up my shirt and threw it at his head, but I missed completely and knocked over the ice cream cone display I kept on the back counter instead. It was only then that Dawson tore his eyes away, shaking his head as if to clear his brain, and then he leaned over to right the display. But when he did, a buzzing noise filled the air. 

“What the hell is that?” he asked.

“You must’ve hit the button. Turn it off.”

“Turn off your ice cream? Why is it shaking?”

I crossed my arms over my chest. “Because it’s a vibrator, dumbass.”

Dawson almost knocked the thing over again as he looked up at me in surprise. “You keep a vibrator in your kitchen?” he said, taking the ice cream cone out of the stand. It’d been a Christmas present from Ryleigh last year—my friends know me so well.

“What can I say? I like to keep my appliances handy no matter where I am. You can put it down now.”

“Hmm.” Dawson pushed the button again, sending the vibrator into fast pulses instead of the previous steady vibration. “No. I don’t think I will.”

“Seriously, Dawson? Now I’ll have to sterilize it.”

He pressed on the button again, and the vibration went high to low like a rollercoaster. He looked at it curiously and toyed with his bottom lip as he stalked my way. “I wonder which of these settings my naughty Pita is the most fond of?”

“That would be none of your damn business for five hundred, Alex.”

He continued forward, as I backed away. I was out of whipped cream, the ice cream was out of reach, and I had nothing left to—

The Nutella. 

I darted for the jar on the dining room table, but Dawson got there first, caging me in so that my ass hit the edge, and he took hold of the jar. 

Great. Just fucking great. 

“I think you’re wrong,” he said. “It’s exactly my business.” Then he reached over and flipped off the lights with the bottom of the cone, which he also turned off. We were plunged into darkness, the only light source coming from the kitchen beyond, and the only sound coming from the rapid rises and falls of our chests. As he settled in front of me, he placed the items he carried on the table and his hands went to the waist of my pants. My breath hitched as his thumbs came up to flirt with the bare skin on my stomach. 

“What do you think you’re doing?” I asked, and I hated the way my voice slightly shook as I said it. My fingers came up to rest on his chest, and I pushed him back, though he refused to move farther than a few inches away. His left hand came up to grab both of my wrists, and then he leaned in again, his other hand going to the table to brace himself—or, at least, I’d thought that was what he was doing. 

Instead, he lifted up and held my gaze as two of his fingers smeared Nutella on the side of my neck. I gasped, but before I could find the words to protest, his head dipped to the side and then his tongue licked a warm, wet path along the same line. Instantly, my body reacted, unwanted tremors racing up my spine, giving me away. Even if he hadn’t had a hold of my arms, I was so stunned by the action that I wouldn’t have been able to move anyway. 

Then he began to nibble and suck the sweetness off my neck, and the soft feel of his full lips combined with the urgency in his touch had my head falling back from the pleasure. 

God, that felt good. Too good. But things couldn’t go any further—not now, not ever. This was some kind of trick, some kind of ploy to fog up my head and bend me to his will.

“Don’t,” I said, not wanting him to stop at all, but needing him to. I tried in vain to wriggle out from beneath him. “You don’t want this. Want me. And I don’t need you.”

He pulled away long enough to say, “You think I’d waste so much time if I didn’t want to be here? If I didn’t think you felt the same?” His breath was hot against the wet path on my neck, and the combination sent another round of shivers through my body. 

“Yes,” I said defiantly.

“Then you’re fucking crazy.”

And then Dawson did the unthinkable—he kissed me.

























CHAPTER THIRTEEN

Lick. Suck. Bite. Taste.




WHAT WAS MORE unthinkable in that moment when Dawson’s lips were on mine was that I kissed him back. Hungry, greedy kisses that tasted like the sweet chocolate he’d just licked off my neck.

With his teeth nipping at my bottom lip, it was like the dam had burst open, leveling everything in its path, and somehow I knew there’d be no stopping now. I never would’ve made the first move, but now that he had, I wasn’t going to be the one to back down. And with the way his tongue tangled in sync with mine, stealing my breath until I was dizzy, there was no way I wanted to stop. He still had a hold of my wrists in one hand, but I felt him reach behind me again with the other, and I pulled away to see him holding up a finger coated in Nutella.

Then, before he could spread it wherever he’d intended, I lowered my head and sucked his finger deep into my mouth. My tongue swirled, my lips moved up and down the length, and the whole time Dawson kept his eyes on mine, the initial surprise there turning quickly to undeniable lust. Lust and impatience, because as soon as I’d released his finger, his lips were crashing down again on mine. 

And damn, the man could kiss. It made me wonder if this short marriage wouldn’t be put to better use by kissing rather than hurling insults every chance we got. But why choose? Maybe we could have the best of both worlds, at least for tonight…

Not content to let him have all the fun, I easily pulled away from his grasp this time, and then I grabbed a fistful of his ponytail to pull his head back. My tongue ran up his neck, and then my lips sank into his lobe. 

“Don’t think this means anything,” I whispered, and his groan of agreement was all I needed to keep going. As he lifted me up onto the table, I spread my legs and then pulled him forward with my heels, so that the length of his hard—fuck, very hard—erection was flush against my core. 

Mmm. Looked like fighting turned him on—we had that much in common, at least. Let’s see what else I could find out about the man between my thighs…

Dawson’s tongue came out to flick at one of my beaded nipples through the thin material of my bra, and my fingers tightened in his hair; I wanted him even closer, wanted him to take even more. But when he took his time tormenting me, I couldn’t resist teasing, “Is it me that tastes so good, or the—”

I didn’t even get a chance to finish what I was going to say, because Dawson muttered, “Fuck this bra,” and then, with a quick flick of his fingers on the snaps, it was down on my arms and discarded onto the floor.

Well, then. I liked a man who knew what he wanted. 

Once he had me bared to him, I heard an intake of breath, and his hands plumped my full breasts, his thumbs circling my nipples. Then he lowered his head, sucking me into his mouth, and it felt so fucking good that a gasp escaped my throat and my legs tightened around his waist.

Hot damn, it would seem Dawson was a breast guy, and while my head would usually be falling back in ecstasy, I couldn’t stop watching the way he ravished me with his tongue, or the way his eyes shot up to mine every so often, a smoldering fire in them that sent my pussy throbbing.

When I couldn’t take any more, ready to kick things up a notch, I tugged back on his hair, and his lips met mine again. But even as my fingers nimbly unbuttoned his shirt, my mind couldn’t process that I was doing this. With Dawson. 

Now, I was the farthest thing from a prude, and yet there was a warm thrill settling low in my belly, an unfamiliar nervous reaction that I hadn’t felt in years. But this wasn’t the time to be hesitant. There seemed to be an undiscussed truce in the air tonight, one that would expire once we’d had our fill of each other, so we may as well go for it. 

And go for it we did. 

After pushing his shirt off his shoulders and letting it fall to the floor, I gave him a wicked smile and reached behind me to dab my finger in the Nutella. 

“See something you want?” he asked.

“Oh yes,” I said, smearing a line of chocolate down his abs and then forming it into the shape of an arrow…pointing to what he claimed was a pretty impressive cock. 

He glanced at the drawing and chuckled as he shook his head. “What was that I said before? Subtle as a—”

“Blow job? Yes, that too. But I have other plans for you first…” Picking up the vibrator, I pressed the button twice for the medium, steady vibration. With my other hand, I unbuttoned his jeans and pulled down the zipper, leaving the massive hard-on contained behind the thin cotton of his boxer briefs. I hadn’t planned on starting there, but Jesus. The prominent bulge had me doing a double take—it was apparent he hadn’t been joking about his nine-and-a-half-inch dick. 

Fuck me, I thought, licking my lips.

When I finally looked away, the arrogant grin on Dawson’s face said it all—I’d been busted. His eyes flicked to the sex toy in my hand and then his gaze steadied on mine, the excitement in them obvious even as he waited patiently to see what I would do. 

Well, mister nine-incher, torturing you to oblivion is a start.

Lowering the vibrator to the base of his cock, I slowly ran it along the length, and when it reached the tip, Dawson cursed. I repeated the move, but this time I also ran my tongue up the arrow I’d drawn, and Dawson’s fingers speared my hair, bringing my face up to his. 

“I like the way you tease,” he said, his teeth coming out to nibble on my lip before he cursed again when the top of the cone reached…well, the top of his.

“If you’re nice, I might even let you use it on me,” I said.

Dawson growled, dropping to his knees and yanking down my pants and panties in one rough go. Then he was pulling me down, laying me out flat against the hardwood as he brought himself up over me. The floor was freezing, and I bucked up against him, but it didn’t get me anything but a sadistic smile. 

I glared. “You asshole.”

“You’d expect nothing less from me, now would you?” Then he stole the vibrator out of my hand and touched it to my clit for the briefest of moments, but it was enough to make me cry out. 

“You thought those marks on your back were bad the first time around. Just you wait,” I said when he took it away.

“You say that like a threat, love.” His body was on top of mine now, his cock rubbing against my needy core, stoking the fire. “I see it as a prize from a worthy opponent.”

That was how it always was with us—constantly trying to one-up each other, always fighting for dominance. It put things back on comfortable ground. Back to how things normally were between us, bar this particularly hot sexual encounter. Because this wasn’t something that would ever lead to more. It couldn’t.

His lips were hot on my neck, nibbling slightly as he made his way down my chest to flirt and torment my nipples again, and I groaned into his touch. Still hovering over me, he lowered his hand between us, letting the vibrator trail down my stomach but coming to a stop before he got to the sweet spot. Trailing circles over my mound, down the sides of my inner thighs, he knew how to get me worked up without ever laying a finger—or sex toy—on me where I really needed it.

I was gonna kill him.

“I hate you,” I murmured, as he continued to tease around my clit but never coming close enough. “I really hate you.”

“I know,” he said, and then—finally—the vibration moved to exactly where I’d wanted it most, the power of it sending shock waves through my core. My hands speared through his hair as my body trembled up off the floor, the orgasm imminent and unyielding. 

“Fuck, Dawson…” I couldn’t manage any more, because just as my climax hit, Dawson’s mouth was on me, his tongue joining the vibrator and riding me through as the wave crested and my whole body came apart. It kept going, his mouth taking everything I had to give and still asking for more. I’d never felt anything like it, the way my body responded so eagerly to his greedy tongue, wanting to give him all of me. 

Remember when I said Dawson was a breast guy? That wasn’t the whole truth—Dawson was a sex guy, plain and simple, one of those rare men who wanted to worship every single inch of you, and I was more than willing to let him.

Before I could come down fully, he’d flipped to his back, bringing me up on top of him, his eyes challenging me in a way that said, Let me see what you got.

A man allowing me to take the control I wanted? Be still, my jaded heart. 

“Condom?” I asked.

“Left pocket.”

After taking the foil packet out of his pants, I held it between my teeth so I could get the fucker beneath me good and naked. Once I’d rid him of his boxer briefs, I could only sit back on my heels and stare. Good God, the man was beautiful. And I hated to admit that, but there was no denying that if a perfect male specimen lived, Richard Dawson was pretty damn near close. From his shoulder-length blond hair that had come loose from its tie, to the sculpted limbs currently spread across my floor, not to mention the remnants of our food fight marking his chin, his abs, his arms. I’d never admit it to him or anyone, but spending a few hours learning his body with my tongue would not be a bad way to spend the night. 

Dawson sat up on his elbows. “I’d be up for show-and-tell anytime you wish, love, but if you could sit on my cock sometime soon, I’d love to fuck you.”

With a scowl, I ripped the foil packet open with my teeth and rolled it down his length. Then I straddled him, slowly bearing down on his erection inch by inch—reverse cowgirl style. Hah. Let him watch my ass instead. 

The hitched breath and groans of pleasure I heard from behind me as I took him deep inside brought a smile to my face, and I was grateful I’d chosen this position. He felt so good, but I didn’t want to let on just how good. Instead, once I took all of him I could get, I said over my shoulder, “I think you mean you’d like me to fuck you—” and then I began to move.

I rode him hard, squeezing my inner muscles on his cock as I circled my hips before sliding up and down, and his hands low on my waist urged me on. The rocking became more frenzied, and our movements frantic and rough, as we chased our climaxes. And it wasn’t “Pita” he called out—it was “Paige.”

“Paige,” he said again, as my hips slowed, and as a bead of sweat fell down my back, I looked over my shoulder to see his finger swipe it away before bringing it to his mouth to taste. That one small action had me wanting a taste of my own, and I shifted so that I was facing him again. 

Leaning down over him, our breaths still coming hard, I said, “So? How do I taste?”

Dawson’s mouth curved up, and then he lifted his head to nip at my lip. “Fucking delicious.”

Had he not kissed me again then, I would’ve heard the footsteps before the lights flipped on. But, of course, I was in a post-high state of bliss and raring up for round two, so when the lights did flip on and a loud “Oh my God!” echoed off the walls, I jerked back, my head whipping up as I grabbed the closest thing to me that could be used for self-defense—the ice cream vibrator. 

“Paige?” Shayne’s voice echoed off the walls as she stood at the entrance to the dining room, her jaw on the ground and her eyes on us. “Oh my God,” she said again, and this time one of her hands went over her eyes while she fumbled to turn the lights back off with the other. 

“This isn’t what it looks like,” I said immediately, looking down at our whipped-cream-Nutella-ice-cream-laced bodies and dropping the vibrator. “I just slipped and fell on top of him.”

“Your vagina just slipped onto his penis?”

I looked down to where we were still joined, and smirked at Dawson as I told Shayne, “Oh, is that what that nudge was? It’s so small I could barely feel it.”

Dawson growled, and as he tickled over a sensitive spot below my waist, I yelped.

“Oh bugger, stop, stop, I just forgot…my wallet…on the…thing,” Shayne said, still holding her hand over her eyes as she carefully tiptoed around the spots of dessert scattered all over the floor. “Let me…grab it and get out of your way.” 

With a smile tugging at his lips, Dawson said, “Hey, Shayne, maybe you could bring us another can of whipped cream and join us. What do you say?”

“What?” Shayne said, whirling around with a horrified expression on her face, but she turned around too fast, because her feet slipped on some of the melted ice cream and she went down hard on her ass. “Oh, ow, bloody hell.”

With her eyes closed, she felt for the wall and then tried to slide through the mess to get to the kitchen. Watching her try to feel around the counter for her wallet had amused chuckles escaping both me and Dawson, and once she’d gotten what she came for, she proceeded to crawl out of the kitchen on her hands and knees. She wasn’t very good at the game, though, because she knocked her head on the doorframe, and it sent us into fits of laughter that didn’t stop as she slipped and slid her way to the front door. 

“It was just a joke, Shayne, promise,” Dawson called out, but my poor hooker was entirely traumatized, waving us off as she managed to finally get the door open, and then it slammed shut behind her. 

But when the laughs subsided and reality set back in, I looked at Dawson and he looked back at me, and just like that, the bridge that had allowed us to cross the chasm between us was gone. With a reluctant smile, he helped me to my feet, his eyes roving over me again as mine did the same. This was the last time I’d see him naked, but naked and covered in Nutella was quite a way to go. 

Then he went to his separate shower, and I went to mine, the distance between us feeling greater than ever, even though we’d never been closer. And as the warm spray rinsed off the remains of our food fight, the only thing I could think of were the words Dawson had spoken earlier, now on repeat in my brain. 

“You think I’d waste so much time if I didn’t want to be here? If I didn’t think you felt the same? If I didn’t want to be here…if I didn’t want to be here…”

























CHAPTER FOURTEEN

Don’t Let the Door Hit You in the Ass




I WOKE UP the next morning to a darkened room, an empty bed, and flashes of Dawson between my thighs the night before. It was like Vegas round two, only I didn’t have a massive hangover, and I actually remembered everything this time. My body did feel a bit bruised and worse for wear, though—hard surfaces weren’t the ideal places to get it on, and—

Fuck me, did we really do that again? 

Groaning, I turned my face into my feather pillow—that did not smell like him this time, thankfully. My hair was still damp from the post-coital shower that had been necessary after the food fight that had left us sticky and covered in leftover dessert. At least, the dessert we hadn’t eaten off each other. 

What the hell had gotten into me last night? It was like all the fighting between us had built to the point where it was either fuck or kill each other. So, really, the only way to avoid a jail sentence had been to screw my husband. 

My husband. 

Weird.

Still… I couldn’t deny that last night had been hot—more than hot. Just remembering the way he’d wielded that vibrator over all my most sensitive areas had my thighs clenching and a throb beginning between my legs. Okay, so flat out—Dawson’s reputation was more than deserved. He’d been confident and in control, giving just enough to keep me on edge and hungry for more. And let’s face it, any guy who could make me come multiple times before bothering to think about himself was a man worthy of a second round. Though he’d had no problem getting what he’d wanted for himself after.

Damn. There hadn’t been many times I’d been shocked speechless by a partner, but Dawson taking the lead last night and acting on the sexual tension in the air had done it. 

Hmm. Maybe I should go check and make sure we were good and there would be no awkwardness. Last night had been a…tension release…of sorts. So, yes, I should definitely go check on him…and not because I was looking for an encore or anything. Although, if there was more where last night came from, I’d be tempted to proposition him with an occasional fuck buddies pass. 

Carefully opening my door a crack, I peered down the hall, and when I didn’t see Shayne or any of the household staff that were due this morning roaming about, I tiptoed out and knocked softly on his door. When there was no answer, I knocked a bit harder. Still nothing. 

Moving my hand to the door handle, I slowly turned it to the right and—

“He’s already gone,” my housekeeper, Adeline, said, causing me to jump and take my hand off the handle. She’d backed into the foyer, her head down and following the back-and-forth of her mop as she cleaned the hardwood. 

“What? Who?” I asked.

Adeline stopped and pointed at the room I stood in front of. “Mr. Dawson has already left.”

“Oh.” Part of me was relieved at that. The other part was feeling antsy to make sure he knew that was a one-off and wouldn’t be happening again. Well…maybe not a one-off, since it’d happened before, but since this was the time I remembered, it might as well be the first. “Did he, uh…say where he was going?”

“No, he did not leave his messages with me.”

“Right…of course not,” I said, watching her dunk the mop into the soapy water and then scrub at the floor. Oh God, the mess that poor woman had to deal with. “Shit, Adeline, I’m so sorry the dining room was wrecked—”

“The dining room, the kitchen, the hallway, the foyer…” She waved me off. “Hurricane Paige rolled through. All fine.”

You have no idea…

“Well, thank you,” I said, clutching my robe shut as I made my way around her to the opposite wing of the house. “I’m gonna go…check on Shayne.”

When she gave a grunt in response, I figured that meant she didn’t have much to say to that, and it also meant Shayne was indeed home. No doubt my friend was scarred for life this morning, but it wasn’t like I hadn’t accidentally walked in on her and Nate fooling around on the couch before. No big deal. Right? Right.

Her door was half-open, and I gave a couple of quick knocks before pushing it wide to see her folding a pair of jeans and then placing it in the suitcase laid out on her bed.

“Ooh, you going on some island getaway with your boy toy?” I said, glancing over the items she had left to pack. “I don’t see any bikinis in this pile.”

Shayne laughed. “You know I don’t like to wear bikinis, Paige.” She went over to her closet and pulled out another suitcase. 

“Um…is this a month-long vacay or something? Why do you need so much stuff?”

“Paige.” She let go of the suitcase and came over to take a hold of my shoulders. Shayne was tall, even barefoot, and I had to crane my neck to look up at her. “I think you and Dawson need some time on your own.”

“Time on our own?” I repeated. “Explain.”

“You know what I mean. You guys are in the honeymoon phase, and I think you deserve a bit of privacy.”

“Are you moving out? This is some kind of joke, right?” My chest seized in panic. I didn’t want to lose one of my best friends as a roommate. I’d worked too hard to get her here in the first place. “If this is about last night, I swear that will never happen again.”

She laughed and gave my shoulders a squeeze before going back to packing. “I’d be lying if I said that wasn’t a part of it. Seeing my best friend splayed out like a dessert buffet isn’t exactly what I want to come home to.”

My face scrunched in disgust. “Yeah, that’s not a great visual for me either. But let’s make one thing clear—one night of hot Nutella sex does not mean I’m in this for the long haul. As a matter of fact, it was a mistake and not something that will happen again. So can you please stay and—”

“Serve as a barrier between you two? No thanks.” She closed the suitcase and zipped it shut before setting it on the floor. Then she lifted the empty one onto the bed to fill. “Don’t worry, I’m not moving out for good. I’m just gonna stay with my guy for a little while. You guys need some…space.”

“But…we have space. Four thousand square feet of space. I think that’s more than enough. Waaaay more than enough.”

“Paige. You know I love you.”

“You can’t leave me in this big house with him alone. Shayne, please. We might do really bad things to each other.”

“Aww, scared the big, bad Dick will get you? I think you might like that.” Shayne laughed again. “You’ll be okay. Hell, maybe more than okay. Now you have free rein to use whatever concoctions in the kitchen you can come up with.”

“What about our movie nights?”

“Temporarily on hold, but will be back with a vengeance.”

“Okay,” I said, not feeling good about the whole thing at all. What if she decided she liked living with Nate better? What if they ran off and got married like I had?

That was it. I needed to buy a house big enough to fit all the girls and their significant others. 

When she caught the lost-puppy expression on my face, she put down the shirt she was rolling and wrapped her arms around me. 

“Oh, Pita,” she said, laying her head on top of mine. Then her voice lowered to a whisper. “You show that man what he’s been missing out on all these years. If anyone deserves a chance at love, it’s you. Promise me you’ll try.”

Swallowing hard, I held on to her tighter. She didn’t know that was an impossible task. That there was no way Dawson and the word love would ever go together in the same sentence. But my hooker had good intentions, and it was in her job description to try to find a match for everyone in the world, so I could humor her for now, even if I wasn’t making any promises.

When I pulled back from her, I squeezed her forearms as I said, “You know you can stay here forever and ever, right? No guy will ever take your place or Ryleigh’s place or Quinn’s place. You’re not trade-ins, dammit.”

Shayne smiled and shook her head, her red curls falling over her shoulder. “I wish everyone got to see your heart of gold, woman.”

“Aaand you can get the hell out now,” I said, giving her a gentle shove. “Don’t let the door hit your ass on the way.”

“Ah, now there’s the Paige I know.”

“Yeah, yeah, whatever. Are we all still meeting for brunch later?”

“Mhmm, I’m just gonna drop these off at Nate’s first.”

“Good,” I said, putting on a signature Paige grin for her benefit. “Now get out of my house. I have plans to fuck on every available surface, including your room, and I need all the free time I can get.”

























CHAPTER FIFTEEN

I Should Be Muzzled




HAVE YOU EVER woken up and thought…I want a pancake or omelet as big as my ass? Of course you have, which makes the Griddle Cafe the place you want to be when those cravings hit. And that’s exactly where I was headed, for brunch and mimosas with the girls.

I’d just pulled into the lot behind the cafe when my phone buzzed, and the number that lit up the phone was not the girls, or one of my clients. It was my father’s cell.

“Hello,” I said, and the voice that greeted me back was not either of the two I’d expected.

“Miss Paige?” Barry, my parents’ butler, was on the line instead, his voice tentative, like maybe he shouldn’t be calling me.

“Yes, Barry, it’s me. Is everything okay?”

“Oh, yes, ma’am.”

Silence.

Okaay. “You doing all right yourself, Barry?” I asked.

“Oh, yes, ma’am, doing fine.”

“That’s good to hear.”

Silence.

I cleared my throat. “Is there anything I can do for you?”

“Oh, no, ma’am,” he said, but this time he went on. “Your parents wished me to inform you that the house will be turned over to its new owners on the morrow, and do come visit Paris in a few months once they’ve settled in.”

As the news of their quicker-than-expected departure filled my ears, I found myself unable to form words.

“Miss Paige? Miss Paige, are you there?”

“I…I’m here. They sold the house?”

“Yes, ma’am.” 

“And new people are moving in tomorrow.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

“Did they… I mean, is my stuff still—”

“Given away to the children’s charities of Los Angeles, yes, ma’am.” 

My eyes shuttered closed, and I rubbed my forehead to ward off the impending migraine. “All of it?”

“Yes, ma’am.”

“Please stop calling me that.”

“Yes, ma—Miss Paige.”

They’d done it. They’d really fucking done it.

They’d moved, sold, or given away everything, and then had Barry call to let me know. I hadn’t even gotten a chance to go through my old room to pick out any keepsakes I wanted. Nothing they did or didn’t do surprised me anymore, but it was one more hurt on a long list that I was tired of making marks on.

“I appreciate you calling, Barry.”

“You’re very welcome, Miss Paige. Hope to see you in Paris.”

After hanging up, I made my way inside the elbow-room-only café in a daze, the girls having just been seated at one of the four-tops in the corner. 

“What can I get you?” the waiter asked, as I took the seat next to Quinn. 

A do-over day so I can tell off my parents while I take back all my old childhood memories, for starters.

“Paige? You like the Golden Ticket pancakes, right?” Ryleigh said, apparently covering for the fact that I was lost in zombie land. 

I shook my head. “Just a French-pressed for me this morning. That’s all.”

Quinn’s hand went to my forehead. “You don’t feel warm. Being sick is the only reason I can think of for why you wouldn’t order your favorite pancakes.”

“Um…not really in the mood for anything sweet.” My quota on that had been filled last night for, oh, at least a couple of weeks.

“What about some bacon? Sausage? You have to eat something,” Quinn said, going all mama bear on me. That was usually my job. 

When Shayne snorted, all eyes turned in her direction. “I think our Pita had enough to eat last night. Sweets? Check. Mega sausage? Check.”

Quinn and Ryleigh let out gasps, and their heads whipped toward me. 

“You dirty bitch,” Ryleigh said. “Tell us everything.”

“Yep, that’s me. Dirty bitch.” When I didn’t make a move to tell them more, Shayne filled them in on what she’d…err, fallen into last night.

“You used the vibrator I gave you? I’m so proud!” Ryleigh said. 

Quinn nodded. “Sounds like an epic food fight. I approve.”

“Mhmm.” I poured a cup of coffee, sans any creamer or sugar, and took a sip while the girls looked on in horror.

“Okay, seriously, what’s with you? After that kind of night, I’d think you’d be high on endorphins,” Ryleigh said. “And you’re avoiding sugar now? That’s so wrong.”

“You looked fine when I saw you earlier.” Shayne frowned and lowered her latte. “This isn’t about me leaving, is it?”

From the lack of reaction on the other girls’ faces, it seemed she’d already spilled the news about that. 

I sighed. “It’s just… Can I launch into my Daddy-doesn’t-love-me speech for a minute?”

“Uh oh,” Ryleigh said, resting her chin on her hands. “Spill.”

I told them about the phone call I’d gotten in the parking lot, how it’d come from someone other than the two people it should’ve, how all my childhood memories were now packed up and sent off to become some other child’s memories, and why did I even care anymore?

“Because they’re your parents and you’d feel like a bad person if you didn’t,” Shayne said, sitting back so the waitress could set some scrumptious Mama’s French Toast in front of her. 

“You know what’s crazy?” I said. “All I ever wanted growing up was a normal family. I wanted dinner at a set time every night, and I wanted both of my parents there. I wanted them to ask how my day was. To care enough to get upset when I kicked a kid in the groin after he stole the Debbie cake out of my lunchbox.”

“Aww,” Quinn said, “and then somewhere along the way you became a jaded, cold-hearted bitch.”

My head jerked in her direction. “Quinn.”

Quinn slung her arm around my shoulders and gave me a squeeze. “Aw. Sorry, this was beginning to sound a little Lifetime movie.”

The other girls chuckled and began to cut into their food as I took another sip of my coffee, thinking over her words. Maybe Quinn had a point. A good point. Maybe it was time I did something other than whine and bitch about it.

“Look, Paige, I’m just gonna say it. Fuck your parents,” Quinn said. “I know that’s the thing you’re not supposed to say, but if they don’t want to be a part of your life, then that’s their loss.”

“I’m gonna have to agree with Quinn. You’ve got us, and you’ve got Dawson, so what the hell do you need anyone else for anyway?” Ryleigh said. 

“That’s right, you’ve got your own money, your own house—” Shayne stopped herself. “Okay, maybe you’ve got, like, half a house. You should probably do something about that.”

Laughing, I poured more coffee into my cup, and this time I added a couple of sugars. “I’ll get on that, stat, thank you.”

“This is the same tough-love speech you would give me. And it’s the same one you would’ve come to on your own eventually, but I figured I’d help speed up the healing process,” Quinn said. 

I laid my head on her shoulder. “I love you guys. You know that, right? I never really had proper girlfriends until I met you hookers. I always had—”

“Dawson,” Shayne filled in.

“Right,” I said. “So, thank you for accepting me even when I’m heinous and have no filter.”

Shayne reached over and put her hand on top of mine. “We love you too. But don’t be surprised when your Christmas gift this year is a muzzle.”

























CHAPTER SIXTEEN

Screw Memory Lane




AFTER HANGING WITH the girls, I found myself driving aimlessly around the city. Or what I thought was aimlessly, because my subconscious had a different idea. Before I knew it, I was driving up to the gate of the neighborhood I rarely visited. The lush, gated Beverly Hills community I grew up in was not somewhere I wanted to be nowadays, choosing to have any sort of forced family get-together or meal anywhere else, so the fact that I’d somehow steered myself in its direction was surprising. 

For at least the remainder of the day, I was still on the list of residents and family, and as I made my way past the gate attendant, I couldn’t quite pinpoint how that bit of information made me feel. Was I upset? Relieved to now be separated by an ocean from two of the most inconsiderate, incompetent parents known to man? Yeah. Maybe a little of both.

Making a right, I drove past the tennis courts where I’d learned to play a pretty decent game, if only because the instructor had been a hot older guy I wanted to impress. And impress I did, though that love affair had turned disastrous. That had been the last time I’d allowed myself to get suckered into a relationship, and it had been Dawson’s advice that set me on the path to badass bitch self-discovery. Huh. I hadn’t thought about that in a while. 

Speaking of Dawson, his parents still lived in the mega mansion next door to the one my parents had just sold to the highest bidder, and, as I always did when I passed whether they saw it or not, I waved before pulling into my parents’ drive. 

My key still fit in the lock, and as I pushed open the front door for the last time, I found myself looking at a place I didn’t even recognize. When Barry had mentioned everything had been moved out, I knew it was true, but it was different seeing it. Walking through the long corridor that was lit only by slices of the sun filtering in from half-open blinds, it felt nothing like the home I’d lived in for eighteen years. The kitchen was bare, bar the bigger appliances, and I remembered how many pastries their chef had let me steal from the counter when my parents would throw one of their opulent parties. It’s strange, the things you remember and take with you.

I let my fingers run across the cool marble countertops—not a speck of dust to be seen—and then I crossed through the open doorway and into the vast living room, with the oversized shutters that went high up on the wall. I’d always hidden from the events my parents were so fond of—at least, I had until I hit my later high school years and came into my own. 

Sitting down on the cool tile, I crossed my legs and let the memories flip through my mind. But the happiest ones weren’t the ones that had taken place here. They’d been the ones I’d made next door. Growing up, Dawson’s family had been more my family—their house had been where I spent hours doing homework, where Dawson and I played video games and watched movies until we fell asleep. My parents never noticed that I didn’t come home those nights, instead getting tucked into the guest bedroom by his mom. It had been my happy place, the one I escaped to when life at the Traynor-Ashcroft household was a little too lonely. 

With the girls in my life and having a career that kept me so busy, I didn’t feel lonely anymore. But was I? The reality was that I no longer had a family. And though the girls said you could choose your own—and I agreed—I still felt…adrift. Unanchored somehow. Which made no sense, because I was happy. Wasn’t I?

“Paige?” Dawson’s cautious voice echoed in the cavernous space, and I looked over to where he was standing, half in the shadows. A sliver of the sun’s rays through one of the shutters crossed his face, and the effect made him look truly beautiful. Was it the sunlight, though, or did he just look different to me after last night? I couldn’t pinpoint what it was, but as he took a tentative step toward me, I felt a faint flutter in my chest. 

“Hey,” I said, and he took that as an invitation to come closer. 

“I was next door and saw your car…” 

“Ah. Lunch with the family?”

“Among other things,” he said. Then he inclined his head at the empty space next to me. “May I?”

I brought my legs up to my chest and gave him a sardonic smile. “I’ve never known Richard Dawson to ever ask permission for anything. More like act first, apologize—”

“Later,” he said, finishing my sentence and sitting down beside me. “Yeah.” His fingers ran over the foot of tile between us, and he looked up at me with hooded eyes. “But I’m not here to make any apologies for last night.”

“I wouldn’t want you to.”

His expression softened. “No?”

“No. The only way to get someone out of your system is to fuck them out, right?” When his forehead creased, I rocked into his side. “I’m kidding. Geez. I’m not that harsh.”

Dawson gave me a sideways look, and I laughed. 

“Okay, maybe sometimes I’m that harsh. But…it was what it was, and I have to say…” I reached over and patted his jean-covered cock. “Not bad, babe. Not bad at all.”

Dawson shook his head as he chuckled, and then he reached over to grab a handful of my breast. “Likewise, love.”

When he took his hand away, I shrugged. “Maybe I’d let you do it again if you promised not to throw pie in my hair.”

“Now where would the fun in that be?”

“Uh…in the letting you do it again part. Ass.”

“I’m sorry, all I heard was letting you do it and ass.”

“That’s because you grew from an adorable child into a sex-crazed pervert.”

“I didn’t hear any complaints last night.”

“Maybe you would’ve if we hadn’t been interrupted. Speaking of which, I think you traumatized poor Shayne. I’ll have her send you the bill for any therapy or eye-bleaching she needs.”

“Duly noted.” His gaze trailed over the empty space, and I was sure he was reliving memories of his time there too. Couldn’t imagine he had too many fond ones. 

Dawson nodded over to the alcove off to the side that had previously stored my father’s first edition books of all shapes and sizes—which, of course, he’d never used. It’d been a hiding place for me, somewhere tucked out of the way where I could read or write in my journal.

“Do you remember that night?” he asked.

He didn’t have to spell out the rest of what he was asking. Did I remember that Christmas Eve night under the mistletoe that’d been hung there out of the way? Uh, it was hard to forget your first kiss. Harder still to forget when it was with your best friend. 

“The details are a bit fuzzy,” I said, lying through my damn teeth. I could tell him the play-by-play, down to what he’d been wearing that night. But that would mean revealing that it’d meant something, which meant giving him power over my emotions, and that was wholly unacceptable. 

“Come on, Pita.” He gave me a nudge. “It wasn’t that unmemorable. I can even tell you what you were wearing.”

Okay, so maybe I wasn’t the only one who remembered those details. And maybe it didn’t actually mean anything at all.

“Really?” I said. “So what was I wearing?”

Dawson leaned back on his hands and kicked his legs out in front of him, crossing them at the ankles. “You were wearing a red off-the-shoulder sweater that sparkled like it had silver thread in it. Your hair was up in one of those things you called a French twist, and you were hiding in the alcove during your parents’ Christmas party…”




“PAIGE? WHAT ARE you doing hiding back here?” Dawson peeked around the corner at me and then ducked under the hanging garland that led to the small alcove in my parents’ informal living room. 

My eyes darted around behind him, and I waited for someone else to enter the secret space. “Who says I’m hiding?”

“Oh, come on. Todd’s been wandering around for twenty minutes asking where you are.” Of course he was. It had been my mother’s idea for all the guests to bring along their teenagers to have our own “separate” party, but that meant the guy I’d been dating for a couple of weeks now would want to corner me off somewhere for private time. And the thought of finally kissing a guy had me freaked out to the point of…well, hiding.

“I don’t see Hannah attached to your hip either,” I said. “Now who’s hiding?”

“I was just coming to find you. Everyone’s ready to play some games. Spin the bottle, maybe.”

That’s what I was afraid of. 

The look on my face must’ve given me away, because he took a step forward. “You’re not scared, are you?” he asked.

“Scared?” I let out a nervous giggle that sounded too high-pitched to my ears. “Of what?”

“Well, I don’t think Todd’s looking to kiss your hand all night.”

“Oh nooo.” I moaned, biting down on my thumbnail. 

“What’s wrong? You don’t want to kiss him?”

“Well…no…yes…I don’t know.”

“Which is it? He’s your boyfriend, so you like him, right?”

I sighed and flopped down onto the reading chair. “I just… Whenever I pictured my first kiss, I thought it’d be different, that’s all.”

“Different how?” When I shook my head, he said, “You’ve gotta give me something to work with here.”

“I thought he’d be…” You, I wanted to say. But that was crazy, so I settled for, “Maybe I’m nervous that I’ll do it wrong.”

Dawson let out a laugh. “Seriously?”

“Why are you making fun?”

“I’m not, I swear. But you read all those romance stories and you’ve made me watch chick flicks every week for the past few years, so it’s not like you don’t know how it goes.”

“But I’ve never done it before. That’s the difference.”

“Well…” He seemed to think it over, and then shrugged. “Why don’t you practice on me first, then?”

My stomach flipped. “What? No.”

“I’m serious. That way when he kisses you, you won’t suck.”

“Gee, thanks.”

“It’s a great idea.”

“It’s a horrible idea. I’m not kissing you.” And to cover the way I was way too excited about the prospect of Dawson doing just that, I added, “Ew.” 

His hand went over his heart as if I’d stabbed him there. “Paige, that hurts. I’ll have you know, I’m a great kisser.”

“Sure you are.”

“Ask anyone.”

“Richard Dawson, why would I want to come near you if you’ve made out with every girl in school?”

He rolled his eyes. “Not every girl in school. Not you.”

I couldn’t let Dawson kiss me…what if I liked it too much? To say I’d thought about it as we watched those romcoms on the couch would be an understatement—I’d conveniently left that out of my diary, in case anyone were to hack into it again. 

But really, though I would give almost anything for Dawson to be the one I had my first kiss with, what if I really was bad at it?

Dawson seemed to notice the indecision on my face, because he reached for my hand and pulled me up off the chair. 

“Paige,” he said, his eyes watching mine as his hand came up to cup my cheek. “I’m gonna kiss you now.”

I knew I should pull away. That what came next shouldn’t happen. I had a boyfriend. He had a girlfriend. And Dawson was just my friend. This was wrong. 

All of that was nothing but white noise in my ears. Because when Dawson’s searching eyes didn’t find the hesitation in mine that he was searching for, he leaned in closer, his head angling to the side as my eyes fluttered shut. My heart hammered in my chest so loud that the sound seemed to echo off the walls until it was all I could hear, all I could feel, and then—

His lips touched mine, ever so softly and ever so right. The thundering in my heart gave way to blissful silence as a warmth that I’d never felt before engulfed me. There was nothing shy in the way he kissed me, nothing nervous or indecisive. His mouth moved against mine in a way that said he was fully aware of what he was doing, what this all meant. And when I kissed him back, as natural as anything had ever felt, my lips told him the same. 




YEAH, TODD HAD not been able to measure up to that kiss later that night. So thank God he hadn’t gotten the distinction of being my first. 

Dawson bumped my shoulder and grinned. “I think it’s safe to say we’ve gotten better since then.”

“Practice makes perfect.”

“Mmm, too true.” He mimicked my pose by bringing his legs up to his chest. “You okay?”

“Yeah. Sort of. I mean… I guess I’m a little pissed off,” I said, crossing my arms over my knees. 

His eyes traveled around the empty space. “I can see why. They didn’t waste any time, did they?”

“Not even to say goodbye or to let me, oh, I dunno, take anything I wanted. But, you know…Quinn said something today that I’ve been thinking about.”

“Quinn did? That scares me.”

“She said ‘fuck my parents.’ That it’s their loss if they’re so quick to cut me out of their lives.”

“And blackmail you into staying married.”

“That too.” I gave him a hint of a smile and fiddled with the hem of my jeans. “I never wanted to turn out like them. Rich, entitled assholes stuck with each other.”

“Well, I’ve raided your medicine cabinets, and I see no signs of prescription pills anywhere, so I’d say you have one up on them already,” he said, trying to lighten the mood, and I looked up at him sadly. 

“Don’t try to tell me I’m overreacting and need to get over it already.”

“I would never tell you that. I’ve seen firsthand the wounds they’ve inflicted. But maybe Quinn’s right. Maybe cutting ties would make you happier.”

“It’s easy to say that, but if you have nothing that ties you to your past, how do you know you even belong? Sometimes I feel…alone.” I tried to shake that thought out of my head. “I mean, obviously I have the girls, and thank God for that. If I didn’t—” 

“Come with me,” Dawson said, saving me from finishing that depressing thought. Then he got to his feet and held his hand out. “And I’ll show you where you belong.”

























CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

Drag You Kicking and Screaming




WALKING INTO DAWSON’S parents’ house was such a one-eighty from the dismal, empty space next door. Their decor had always been light and airy: butter-yellow walls contrasted with bold red accessories, and right now there was Christmas music playing on low throughout. My mom’s idea of decorating had been shades of neutral and greys, leaving the house in perpetual doom and gloom, and the silence had been deafening. Or, at least, that was the way it had felt to me.

“Paige, what a nice surprise,” Gail said, as I rounded the corner into their spacious living room, which was currently scattered with boxes of all sizes on every available surface. There was barely a pathway to walk, but Gail made it work as she crossed the room to give me a big hug. “Excuse the mess, but we wanted to go ahead and knock out the Christmas decorating today while we had Richard here. He’s the only one that can manage carrying this stuff down the stairs anymore.” 

“I could manage it,” Charles said gruffly, pouting from where he sat on the couch untangling string lights. “How goes it, Paige?”

“Good, Mr. D. When’s that knee replacement?” I asked.

He grunted, and Gail’s twinkling laugh filled the room. 

“It’s next week, and I didn’t want him falling and making it worse,” she said. “Can I get you something to drink, sweetie?”

Another difference in the Dawson household: they didn’t believe in having chefs, and Gail saw to it that every meal consisted of all the appropriate food groups. She also made sure you were never dehydrated.

“I’m fine, thank you. I don’t want to intrude; I was just in the neighborhood and thought I’d say hi. Well. Hi.” Turning on my heel, I had every intention of leaving, but Dawson was there blocking my path. 

“Going somewhere?” he asked.

“Richard, you can’t let her leave. Paige, I’m making ginger snaps later, and I know those were always your favorite.” 

“Holding the woman hostage with ginger snaps. I think it might work.” Dawson’s grin was infectious, and it had my lips turning up.

“Well…I guess maybe I could stay for a little while,” I said. 

“Good,” Gail said. “Now why don’t you help me put the hooks on these ornaments?”

Stepping over one of the boxes, I took a seat on the floor. “I can do that.” 

Gail slid over a small container of sparkling red and green jeweled balls. “I had to buy new ones, since these two over here forced me to do blue and silver the past few years. They’d already tried to convince me to decorate a palm tree.” She glared in their direction, and they both ducked away. 

After sliding a hook through one of the balls, I held it up, letting it catch the light. “I think these are gorgeous. And while I do love palm trees, I don’t think it’s meant to substitute a good Fraser fir.”

“See?” Gail said. “This is why I need you around. I’m outnumbered.”

“She says that, but you know she always ends up getting her way. Don’t let her fool you,” Dawson said.

Gail didn’t even bat an eyelash. “I brought you into this world, and I can take you right back out of it too.”

“Only if you can catch me,” he replied.

I laughed, the good-natured banter between them taking me back to an easier time. One where hormones didn’t play a part in big life decisions.

“Well, on my side or not, it’s good to see you around these parts, Paige.” Gail gave me a smile. “I’m glad you came by.”

“Nah.” Charles tossed down the strand of lights he’d been working on and grabbed another. “I’m sure she came over this way because she wanted to see that they’d up and gone.”

“Charles!” Gail said.

“No, it’s okay. He’s right,” I said. A twinge of guilt twisted in my gut as I realized that not only had I neglected coming over because I’d been avoiding my parents, but the Dawsons had gotten the short end of that stick too. “I, uh… I’m not sure how I ended up there, honestly. My car sort of…drove itself. Maybe I wanted to see the house one last time, or maybe I thought they hadn’t really cleared everything out, or…I don’t know.”

Gail’s face was full of sympathy. “Oh, honey—”

“It’s fine, really. Can we talk about something else?” I said. 

She nodded. “Sure. As long as you know you’re spending Christmas with us this year.”

“Christmas? Um, I don’t think—”

“Paige, we won’t take no for an answer. We’ll even have Richard throw you over his shoulder again if we have to,” Charles said, a smile dancing on his lips.

“Oh geez, you had to bring that up,” I said, inwardly cringing that they’d—quite literally—seen me show my ass. “I’m sorry about that. I’m normally quite well behaved.”

When Dawson snorted from across the room, Gail held back a smile. “I think you’ve forgotten we’ve seen all your sides, Paige Iris. You were quite the little troublemaker when you were younger.”

“Me?” I said.

“Corrupting our sweet Richard…” she continued.

“Oh hell no. You’ve got that backwards, and you know it.”

“Everyone knows I was the angel face, Pita,” Dawson said, as he pulled an oversized wreath out of a box. 

“Then you’ve got everyone fooled,” I said.

“I remember the first time I ever laid eyes on you,” Charles said. “You were a scrawny little thing, ’bout six, maybe—”

“Seven,” Dawson supplied.

“Right, right, seven. You came over and knocked on the front door and said you’d seen a little boy move in next door to you and that you needed to meet him so you could be best friends.”

“I’m sure I didn’t put it quite like that—” 

“Oh, you did,” Charles said. “And that was the last time you ever used the front door. Always came in the back or snuck in through Richard’s window. Naughty little thing.” There was a twinkle in his eye that had me cracking a smile.

“Hey, you’re not supposed to gang up on the guest,” I said.

Dawson rolled his eyes. “Please. You’ve never been a guest here any more than I have.”

The truth of those words hit me like a Mack truck. He was right. Growing up, I’d spent more time over here than my own home when I could help it, and the way we all were able to sit around like this, like no time had passed at all, had me wondering why I’d let any distance come between us. 

As if she could sense the change in the air, Gail said, “Paige, could you hand me another package of hooks? They’re on the mantel.”

“Sure.” Relieved that no one was going to acknowledge the elephant in the room, I got to my feet. After grabbing the package she wanted, a box of overflowing video cassettes stashed in the corner caught my eye. “Wow…are those home movies?” I asked, going over to check them out.

“Oh…just a few old tapes I needed to go through,” Gail said, waving her hand. “Nothing we need today.”

I picked up a cassette and read the spine. “‘Richard’s high school graduation.’ I forgot you guys taped that.” I picked up another. “‘Richard’s sixteenth birthday.’” Glancing up at the three of them, I said, “Been walking down memory lane?” 

Gail’s eyes flicked to Dawson, and they seemed to have an unspoken conversation before he turned to me and shrugged.

“Mom wanted them all transferred onto DVDs.”

“Right,” Gail said. “That’s why they’re all laid out. Just…going through to see which ones to use first and all that.” Then she cleared her throat. “Richard, why don’t you and your dad go try to find the box of garland from the garage? I don’t see those down here, and I think he needs a time-out from untangling those lights or he might end up breaking them all.”

Charles dropped the lights back into the box. “I say we buy all new ones.”

“We’re not buying a new set when we’ve got a perfectly good set right here. Now, shoo and let us take care of it.” Gail practically pushed the guys out of the room and then turned back to face me. “Now. Where were we?”

“Umm…I think we’re about done with the ornaments, so maybe we could try working on the lights?”

“That would be a good plan,” she said. Then we cleared off a couple of spaces on the couch as I took one knotted pile and she took another. “Heavens, there must be an easier way to do this. You’d think after all these years we’d have a system down pat.”

“Nah. Gives you something to argue over every year.”

“Mmm, that’s true.” Gail peeked at me from under her lashes. “Speaking of couples who argue…how are you and Richard getting along these days?”

“Like a house on fire.” 

She laughed, finally managing to get one strand loose. “The stories you tell, my sweet.”

“We have our moments.”

“That you do. And by the way, since chances are I’ll never get another chance to say this, congratulations on marrying my son. I should have both your hides for not inviting us.”

“I figured you’d say you’d have our hides for doing it in the first place.”

“Oh, Paige. You know I’d do just about anything to have you as a daughter-in-law. I’ve never hidden that.”

“Well, it is your fault we ended up married, since you coerced him to babysit me that night.”

“I did no such thing.”

“You did. I saw the look.”

Gail set the light strand down in her lap. “You know as well as I do that Richard would never do anything he didn’t want to.” Then she went back to unraveling the mess. “Same goes for you.”

She was right about that. And as much as Dawson loved his family, I doubted he would’ve agreed to give up his prowling time just because his parents had asked.

There was something else gnawing at me, though.

“Gail…can I ask you a question?” I said. 

“Of course you can.”

“I’ve always wondered…how do you stay friends with them?”

“Your parents?” When I nodded, Gail let out a sigh. “It’s not easy sometimes. Especially when you remember the people they used to be. Time changes so much. So does money.”

“But my parents have always had money.”

“Eh…” She tilted her head from side to side. “Extreme money changes people. Not that your parents are bad people, but…well, we’re not all as close as we used to be. And, truth be told, we didn’t want to lose you.”

I jerked my head up in surprise. “Me?”

“Of course you. We’d always considered you one of ours. I hope you don’t mind me saying that. It’s just…you and Richard were so close…and we’d always wanted a daughter. After Richard was born, we weren’t able to…well…” She shook her head. “We were meant to have what we were meant to have.”

“You got a pretty good one. Don’t tell him I said that.”

She beamed. “I like to think so too. Lord knows he has his moments, and he’s stubborn as a bull. But then I think you know that too. It’s why you’re so magnetic together.”

I let out a laugh. “Magnetic? Me and Dawson?”

“You were attached at the hip for so many years. And even when you’ve been…well, whatever it is you’ve been, you’re always circling each other, but never getting too close. It’s always reminded me of the way magnets work. Try to push you together when you’re out of sync, and, well, it only makes you rebel. But when you’re together, almost nothing could pry you apart. Probably makes no sense to you, but that’s my logic, and I’m stickin’ to it.”

“No,” I said, chewing on my lip. “No, it makes perfect sense.” 

“You know… I don’t think he’s ever quite gotten over losing you.” When my head shot up, she reached over to squeeze my hand. “You were his constant for so long. That can’t be surprising.”

I couldn’t seem to find my breath, because it was one thing to feel the same way, but it was another to hear the words come out of his mom’s mouth. I finally managed to swallow. “But he’s…been fine. We’ve been fine. You move on, and I’m sure you’ve met some of the people he’s moved on with—”

“Never.”

“What?”

“He’s never brought anyone home.”

I found that hard to believe, but then again, considering we’d both been playing the field of one-night-stands for years, that didn’t exactly make for relationships long enough to bring the person home to Mom and Dad. I sure as hell wouldn’t have brought anyone home, even if I had been on good terms with my parents.

Gail moved the box of lights separating us and scooted closer to me on the couch, and then her hands stilled mine. “Paige, I want you to know we love you. And no matter what happens between you two, you’re a member of this family whether you like it or not. Though I’m hoping you like it, because like Charles said, I’d hate to have to drag you here. You got it?”

“Got it.” I gave her a small smile, my insides feeling warm, the way I supposed most people felt around their families.

Gail pulled me in toward her then, her arms going around me in a big bear hug that I hadn’t realized I’d needed. As she held me, I thought over our conversation, about the way she’d described mine and Dawson’s relationship, how he’d never “gotten over losing me.” Had I ever really gotten over losing him? My eyes stung as we hugged each other, and that was the moment Dawson decided to round the corner, a big storage container in his arms and his mouth open, as if he was about to spout off something sarcastic. Our gazes met briefly before I let mine drop. I knew he could see exactly what was in mine, but I didn’t want to answer the questions I saw in his.

























CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

Confessions of a Twat




“I’VE MISSED YOUR parents,” I said later that night, after we’d gotten back to my house and had taken to the living room. It felt like a reflective sort of night after spending the day with him and his family like old times, and it didn’t feel right to head off to separate bedrooms like strangers. Instead, Dawson had built a fire, and I watched him stoke the flames as I curled up on one end of the couch with an oversized sherpa blanket and a cup of hot cocoa. 

He put the poker away and joined me on the couch, sitting on the far end from where I sat. He stretched his arm out along the back and said, “They’ve missed you too. You should come by more.”

“I will. If that’s okay with you.”

“Of course it’s okay with me. But even if it wasn’t, they’re just as much yours as they are mine.”

I took a sip of my cocoa and then laid my head on the back of the couch where I faced him. “Where did this sweetness come from, huh?”

“I am my parents’ son.” 

“That you are.” And just like that, the words I’d had floating around in my brain all day came spilling out. I hadn’t meant them to, but if it wasn’t said now, it never would be. “Dawson…I’m sorry.”

“For implying I’m anything other than sugar in raw form? No need.”

Setting my mug on the coffee table, I said, “No. I’m sorry for…” Pretending to hate you? Pushing you away? “For not being your friend.”

Dawson’s mouth parted at my confession; he seemed stunned that I’d finally acknowledged what had taken years to talk about. He ran his fingers through his hair and then leaned his head against his hand. “Wow. I wasn’t expecting that.”

“I like to keep you on your toes.”

“You definitely do that. Always.” Then he shook his head. “One day at the Dawson homestead and she’s apologizing. I should’ve had you over a long time ago.”

 “Takes a while to swallow your pride.”

“In that case… I’m sorry too.”

“For?”

“It takes two to play our game, Paige. I’m not innocent either.” 

His eyes were steady on mine, but they were too intense, the mood too heavy, and I shifted uncomfortably. “You’re right. Innocent is not a word that would ever describe you.”

“Thank fuck for that,” he said, not skipping a beat at the change in mood. “So. You’re sorry. I’m sorry. Where do we go from here?” 

“Well, I don’t actually hate you, so there’s that important fact.”

“No?” His lips curved up. “So you like me? Is that it?”

“That’s not what I said.”

“You like me. I see right through you, Pita.”

“Shut up. That’s not what I was implying.”

“I know you know you like me.”

“You’re full of shit.”

“You know,” he said, pointing at me to drive the point home while he smiled that stupid, simpering smile I’d always hated. Really, I had. “That I know that you know you like me.”

I threw a pillow at his head. “What are we, fifteen? I tolerate you.”

“Is that what we’re calling it? Like the way you tolerated me last night?”

“See? You’re a master antagonizer. That’s your game.”

Dawson let out a full belly laugh. “But it works like a charm.”

Before I could respond to that, Dawson’s cell went off. He dug it out of his pocket, glanced at it briefly, and hit ignore. 

“So, where were we?” he said, and the sentence had barely come out of his mouth before his phone went off again.

“You can get that. I won’t be offended,” I said.

He silenced it again. “If I wanted to, I would.”

“Fair enough.”

But the third time it went off, I was ready to answer it for him. 

“You can go, you know,” I said.

His brow furrowed. “Go? Go where?”

“Out. Dancing. Wherever.”

“I build you a fire and you kick me out? I see how it is.”

“No, I mean, this isn’t a part of my father’s mandate. We’re not required to spend time together, and I know you’ve got at least ten invitations sitting on your phone right now—”

“As do you, but I haven’t seen you out partying it up every night, per usual. Why?”

I didn’t have the answer to that. Other than the night at Jumbo’s, my desire to put on my dancing shoes and flirt with every guy I saw had been the last thing on my mind. 

Ignoring his question, I said, “Why are you here?” 

“Silly Paige. It must’ve slipped your mind, but…I live here, remember?”

No, I hadn’t forgotten, because he’d been in my face, in my head, hell, in my body, and there’d been no getting away, and the worst part about that was I hadn’t really wanted to. Not even a little bit. Dawson was breaking down my walls, and I wasn’t sure how to process that. It’d been so long since I’d let a guy in…since I’d let him in, and I just didn’t know if I was capable of opening myself up for another round of heartache. Because that was where it would inevitably lead.

As my gaze landed on the fire, the flames blurred. Oh sweet hell, who was I and what was the wet stuff leaking out of my eyes? 

Dawson had to be thinking the same thing, but he didn’t say a word as he pulled a tissue from the decorative box on the coffee table and then leaned over the blankets to dab at the wetness on my cheeks.

“God, Dawson,” I said, closing my eyes. “Why are you here?” 

“Because I live for these moments when I can make you cry,” he said.

His teasing couldn’t crack a smile from me, though, and when I opened my eyes, I grabbed his wrist, stopping him mid-blot. “I’m serious.” I searched his face, trying to find his true intentions, but when his gaze dropped to my lips, I released the hold I had on him. With a sigh, he fell back against his side of the couch, crumpling the tissue in his hand before tossing it on the table. 

“I don’t know, Paige. Maybe it’s just that I want to spend time with you.”

Getting to his feet, he went back over to the fireplace, picked up the poker, and stabbed a few of the logs. He didn’t say anything else, and he didn’t look back at me either, so I took the opportunity to wipe all evidence of my outburst off my face.

“I’m sorry for crying. I don’t know where that came from.”

“Don’t apologize for the way you feel. Ever. You’ve had a hell of a day, and it’s okay to not be strong all the time. You don’t have to put on a smile and make a snarky comment because everyone expects it.”

Damn. Dawson was preaching all kinds of truth tonight. The kind I’d normally be dishing out if my emotions weren’t all over the fucking place. I barely recognized myself lately. 

“Why are you being so nice to me? I’ve treated you like a pariah all this time,” I said. “Why do you put up with me?”

“And why do you constantly question my motives? Not everyone has bad intentions, Paige. Not everyone wants something from you.”

A smile twisted my lips. “You saying you don’t want anything from me?” 

“Well…” His eyes turned heated. “Nothing you aren’t willing to give.”

I shook my head. “I think you just like a challenge.” 

“You’re right. I do. But Paige, I’m not stupid. Saying you’re a challenge doesn’t mean you’re a game to be won or some wild animal that needs to be tamed. Hell, no one could do that anyway, and certainly not me. But the right person would never want to change you. They’d just…” His gaze fell to the dying embers, and he gently stoked them back to life with the poker. 

The silence in the room was deafening as I waited with bated breath for the rest of his thoughts, but when they didn’t come, I got the feeling he didn’t want to finish what he’d started. But I had to know, so I prodded. “They’d what?”

“They’d just want to enjoy the ride with you.” His eyes flitted up to meet mine, and the fire I saw there wasn’t a reflection of the flames below. They were the desire of a man who knew exactly what he wanted. “Paige—”

“Come here,” I said, my voice thick with emotion, and as he put the poker back in place and crossed the room toward me, I knew without a doubt that what happened next would change me. Would change us. And as much as that scared me, I found myself reaching up for him anyway. 

His mouth came down hard on mine, brooking no argument, not allowing for anything other than total submission. And as I pulled him down onto the couch and straddled him, I kissed him back with the urgency I’d pent up for years.

Now that I wasn’t fighting him or trying to deny our attraction, I could take the time to explore, to taste the sweetness of his tongue, and to feel the soft threads of his long hair through my fingers. His arms were strong and firm around me, telling me with no uncertainty that he was not letting me go. With one of his arms circled around my waist, the other came up to grip the back of my neck, pulling me closer as he greedily stole the air from my lungs. 

In the back of my mind came the wonderment that I could touch him like this. Freely and because I wanted to. And from the way he urged me on, because he wanted me to as well. 

I could feel him growing harder beneath me, and I spread my legs wider on either side of him to get myself closer, rocking back and forth slightly. He groaned into my mouth, his fingers tightening in my hair as he pressed me harder down onto him. Then I leaned back and got to my feet, undoing my pants and slipping my hands inside the waistband of my lace thong. I pushed them both down to the ground and then stepped out of them before reassuming my position over him. 

“You have to know you’re fucking beautiful,” he said, his eyes hooded as he took my lips again in a kiss that showed me more than even his words could. His hands went to my waist, stroking the smooth skin there before moving them lower, his fingers lightly running over my wet core. He didn’t tease me long, sinking one of his fingers deep inside me before another joined, and I squeezed them tight, eliciting another groan. 

My hands dropped to his hips, sliding back and underneath to run along his ass, and I reached into one of his back pockets for his wallet. He knew what I was going for, and he quickly pulled the foil packet out of one of the folds. As he tore it open, I unbuttoned and unzipped his jeans, and he lifted up just enough to let me slide them and his boxers down so that his erection sprang up between us. 

This time it wasn’t about one-upping each other or playing games. It was a coming together, this time of body and mind.

After he’d sheathed himself, I lifted up to my knees and slowly took him inch by inch, letting myself revel in the feel of him. When he filled me completely, we were both breathing hard, and I couldn’t stop myself from saying, “You feel so good inside me, Dawson. So damn good…”

His lips never left mine as we moved in sync, slowly at first, a gentle sway that soon led to more desperate cravings. I held him close, never coming up for air as we chased the heights of where we could go—together. And as our moans became louder, our hips moving faster, I felt as though my heart was following suit, like it was so full it would burst once I hit my climax.

“Paige,” Dawson said, panting against my lips. But he didn’t have to say the words for me to know he felt the same. I saw them in his eyes. 

I cupped his cheek and said, “I know,” before fusing our mouths back together and taking him as deep as I could, and just as I called out his name, our orgasms threw us into wild oblivion. 

We went on all night, our clothes coming off piece by piece, no rush, just exploring each other. He was as insatiable as I was, never stopping long before he had to be inside me again. I savored every touch, every kiss, and every thrust like it was the first time. Tonight would be seared into my memory forever—the night I’d finally realized what it felt like to make love. Dawson had given me another first, and I couldn’t help but hold out some small bit of hope that maybe this thing, whatever it was between us, might be something lasting. 

It was hours later when the fire had dulled to a smolder and we’d finally worn each other to exhaustion, and, too tired to head to one of our rooms, had curled up together on the couch. My back was against his front, and one of his arms lay protectively across my chest. And it felt…unbelievably right. Like this was the way it should’ve been all along and I’d been too blind or too stubborn to see it. Probably a mix of both. 

With a contented sigh, my eyes fluttered shut, and as Dawson pulled me closer against him, he made soft kisses behind my ear. 

“Don’t make plans tomorrow night,” he murmured against my neck, his voice heavy with sleep. “Promise?”

I was glad I was facing away so he couldn’t see the cheesy grin that took over my face then. “Promise,” I said. 

























CHAPTER NINETEEN

Ace to the Rescue




“LOOK AT YOU grinning something fierce,” Shayne said, swiveling around in her chair as I entered her office at the headquarters of Happily Ever After, Inc., her matchmaking company. She sat forward, tapping a pen against her lips. “I don’t have to guess why. I told you me moving out was a good idea.”

I removed my jacket, set it on the back of the chair, and then took the seat in front of her desk. “I still maintain that you should be at home, but I suppose I could let myself enjoy having sex on every available surface. Your bed’s a little firm, by the way.”

Shayne gawked at me. “You didn’t.”

“Yeah, okay, I didn’t. I love you, but that’s a little creepy.”

“Thank God. I wasn’t looking forward to fumigating the mattress.”

I cracked a smile and then looked around for the man who’d called me there. “So. Is he here yet?”

“No, but he should be here any time. I told him you guys could use the conference room.”

“Any idea what he wants to meet about?”

“He hasn’t told me anything, but I have my theories,” she said. “Guess we’ll find out soon enough, hmm?”

“I guess so.” I drummed my nails along the edge of the chair as I wondered yet again why Ace Locke had called me in to Shayne’s office. For those of you who aren’t familiar with Ace (which leads me to believe you’ve been hiding under a rock), he’s one of the biggest movie stars in the world, known mostly for his action movies, though his romance with gorgeous top model Dylan Prescott had him garnering more headlines than ever. Ace’s coming out had been a huge deal, both personally and professionally, and I was glad to see the guy back on the upswing after a rocky patch. He had an interesting history with Shayne, and long story short, he was a private investor in her company, which was why it made sense to meet there. 

As if I’d conjured him from my thoughts, Ace’s masculine frame filled the doorway. With his hair trimmed to his signature buzz cut, and him dressed in what had to be a custom-made suit, because the guy’s muscles were out of control, he looked dapper and handsome as ever. 

“I’m not late, am I?” he said, and when he checked his watch, the black diamonds of his engagement ring winked at me as it caught the light.

“Nah, just catching up with Shayne,” I said, standing up to greet him with a kiss on the cheek. “You look good. Getting engaged must agree with you.”

“Mmm, that it does,” he said, bending over to give Shayne a kiss as well. Then he aimed a smile my way, the one that melted hearts in cineplexes all over the world. “Shall we?”

“We shall. Later, hooker,” I called over my shoulder before heading out of Shayne’s office and down the hall to the conference room. 

Once we were seated, Ace unbuttoned his suit jacket and crossed one of his ankles over his knee. “Thanks for meeting me. I figured this was one of those things that should be done in person.”

“No problem. I’m curious to hear what one of the most wanted men in the world wants with li’l ole me. I’ve got my fingers crossed for a threesome.”

“Uh…not exactly the proposition I had in mind.”

“I figured you weren’t here to talk about your sex life, but it was worth a shot. How is that going, by the way?”

Ever the gentleman, Ace just shook his head. “I know you’re a busy woman, so I won’t keep you long. But I was hoping—well, Dylan and I were both hoping—that you would agree to plan our wedding.”

Whaaaat? Holy shit. Okay, that wasn’t what I’d been expecting him to say. 

“You want me to plan your wedding,” I repeated, making sure I heard him right. Normally, I’d be patting myself on the back already, like, Damn right I’m a kickass planner, and I can rock the shit out of your wedding, so let’s do this, but since every bride-to-be I knew was currently giving me the evil eye, best to make sure. 

“We figured it’s time to get the ball rolling on plans, and we don’t have the faintest idea where to start. We need someone we know puts on a great event, and you’ve said yourself that weddings are your thing.”

Yeah…I had said that, hadn’t I? “And you want me even with all the current backlash.” Not a question, more that I was making sure he knew I wasn’t exactly the most desired person on the celebrity wedding planner list at the moment. Oh, how the mighty fell. 

“Backlash?” he said. 

“You know. The article thing.”

“What article? I don’t exactly keep up with the papers, Paige.”

Ahh, good point. I wouldn’t either if I was plastered all over them constantly. 

“Well,” I said, “in the interest of full disclosure, I feel I should tell you that you may not want to hire me.”

Ace let out a surprised laugh. “I shouldn’t?”

“No. Apparently some comments I made off the cuff made it into LA Today, and there was a feature about how I don’t believe in marriage, how it’s all a crock and a business arrangement.” 

Ace’s brows shot up. “Uh…is all that true?”

“Sort of. But in my defense, it was bad timing. I was trying to get my marriage annulled, so I wasn’t exactly in the best mood.”

“Hold up. You’re married? When did this happen?”

“Oh…right. I’m surprised Shayne didn’t fill you in on that. Just one of those spur of the moment when-in-Vegas decisions.”

“Wow,” he said, sitting back in his chair. “So I suppose congratulations are in order.”

“Um.” Were they? After last night, I was inclined to say yes, but I didn’t really know where things would lead. “It’s complicated.”

“Huh. Well, I never thought you’d be talking me out of hiring you.”

“Just giving you fair warning. Your wedding is going to be the event of the year.”

“Which is why I need the right person making sure I don’t fuck it up.”

“And you think I’m the right person.”

“You were the one who threw my birthday party the night Dylan and I…well…first got together.” A small flush crossed his cheeks. “And you were the one I turned to to show him a good time in Vegas. I know you. I trust you. And regardless of whatever the media is saying—which, for the record, is usually a load of crap—I think you have a good heart, and you wouldn’t be in this business if it didn’t hold some kind of meaning for you.” I opened my mouth to protest, and he held his hand up. “Yes, ballsy Pita, I know you’ll disagree on that one, but believe me when I say there’s no one else Dylan and I would rather have plan our wedding than you. And we won’t take no for an answer.”

I was rarely surprised in my line of business, but Ace? He always surprised the hell out of me. 

“Well, then.” I put my hand out toward him. “I guess you’ve got yourself a wedding planner.” 

He shook my hand and gave me a big smile. “Perfect.”

“Of course there’s paperwork to be done to make it all official, but I didn’t think to bring that here. And I’ll want to meet with you both to start thinking about a timeline and location. Have you already given that any thought?”

“We’ve talked a little about it, but nothing set in stone.”

“That’s okay; we can go over that later, as well as some themes. I’m so happy for you guys.”

Ace cocked his head to the side, that smile still in place. “Now that doesn’t sound like someone who thinks marriages are a crock.”

“Guess I’m ruining my newfound reputation, then.”

“Nah, if whatever was in that article had any effect on your job, we’ll make sure everyone knows who was the one in charge of things for us. I have a feeling you’ll be booking out years in advance when that happens.”

“I think you’re right about that,” I said, and the relief I felt then was enormous. I’d been doing my best to pretend that getting snubbed didn’t hurt, but in reality? I loved my job. The brides and their entourages were fucking nuts, but I thrived well under the pressure of guaranteed last-minute mishaps—it gave me an outlet for my creative side—and I wouldn’t trade it for anything. So this opportunity Ace was offering? It ensured job security. “I really appreciate this, Ace. Not many people out there would lift up someone when they’ve fallen down, so thank you for trusting me. I promise I will plan the biggest, most fabulous wedding the world has ever seen. Unless you want a small, intimate affair, and then that can be arranged too.”

Ace’s hearty laugh echoed off the walls. “Well, we can’t wait. And Paige? I know what it’s like to have people kick you when you’re down. One bit of bad press and it’s like the world converges to tear you down. But you’re not the type to take that shit, so I’m gonna give you a bit of advice I got once: go out with your middle fingers held high. And remember who’s got your back.” 

“Dammit, Ace,” I said. Fuck me twice if I wasn’t getting emotional at his words. “Are you sure you don’t want that threesome? Because I think I’m in love with you.”

“I think we’re good here, yeah?”

“If it helps, I love Dylan too.”

He just chuckled and straightened in his chair to button his suit jacket. “Let me know when you want to get together to go over the paperwork, and I’ll check our schedules. Dylan’s in Antigua shooting until next week, but then he should be home for a bit. I hope.”

“Ooh la la, must be a nice gig,” I said, and then I had a thought. As long as I was fixing up one part of my life, why not take care of the other? “Hey, Ace? You wouldn’t be willing to give me a referral for your lawyer, would you?”

“My lawyer? Sure, why?”

“I’m looking to buy out my father’s part-ownership claim on my house. He’s not the type to give in easily, so I need a shark. I figured you’d have one.”

“I’ve got a shark, all right,” Ace said, grabbing a pen and one of Shayne’s business cards. He quickly scribbled the name and number on the back and pushed it my way.

“Logan Mitchell of Mitchell & Madison…in Chicago? Your lawyer is in Chicago?”

“You want the best? He and his brother, Cole, are the best. Your father won’t stand a chance against them.”

“Perfect. I’ll give him a call today.”

“I’ll touch base with him when I leave to let him know to expect you.”

As we stood up to leave, I couldn’t resist giving that man a big, airtight hug. And not because I wanted to feel all of those glorious muscles or anything, though those were a nice benefit. That Dylan was a lucky bastard.

“You guys done already?” Shayne said, as we walked out into the front. 

Ace gave me a lopsided grin. “Yep. We both got what we came for.”

“You make that sound so dirty,” I said. “I approve.”

Nodding at what we all referred to as the Love Locker, Ace said, “Next time I come by, remind me I need to bring a lock to put on that thing.”

“You got it,” Shayne said, fingering one of the love locks on the immense structure in the corner that was made of thin red iron bars and had been specially designed in the shape of a heart. Clients who had found love through Shayne’s services, or friends of hers, were invited to make things official by carving their initials into a padlock and hanging it off the heart. It was a throwback to the bridges and sculptures around the world where lovebirds had taken to posting their love for each other. 

She glanced over at me and grinned. “And it looks like we might have to add another new lock on here soon. Isn’t that right, Paige?”

I made the motion of zipping my lips, as the lyrics of one of Ryleigh’s favorite songs played in my mind. Perhaps…perhaps…perhaps.

























CHAPTER TWENTY

Fabio and His Mistresses




WHEN DAWSON HAD made me promise to keep the next night free, it’d been an easy promise to make, but when he told me we had plans for dinner? Well, that had me a little nervous.

“Relax,” he’d said, when he opened the door of his black Maserati GranCabrio to let me in. “I won’t be throwing food at you tonight. Unless you ask nicely. Later.”

And, shocker of all shocks, he’d kept his word. We’d gone to Vik & Johnny’s, which sat atop a hillside overlooking Hollywood. We’d talked about everything under the sun for hours: his job, how I’d met the girls, his favorite place he’d traveled (Iceland), and mine (Mykonos). The snarky comments were plentiful, because that was who we were, but this easygoing side of Dawson was one I hadn’t spent one-on-one time with in far too long. I’d forgotten how much I’d actually liked the guy. He was funny, sharing the same twisted sense of humor I did; he pulled out chairs, stood when I’d needed to use the ladies’ room; he listened and tipped well. And, as infuriating as it could be sometimes, he was one of those guys that things came naturally to. That drew people in without even having to try. Waiters and staff loved him, and friends we ran into were genuinely happy to see him. Where I’d convinced myself the past few years that he was this cocky, arrogant bastard, in reality that wasn’t true at all. Not to say he didn’t play up that side of himself whenever I was around, but now I saw it for what it really was. An act. A bit of role-playing that depended on who he was entertaining at the time. That little revelation had me looking at him in a different light. And it was after, as we were walking into Verve because we weren’t quite ready for the night to end, that he reached for my hand. That moment when his fingers linked with mine stole my breath, because the last thing I’d expected to feel at Dawson’s touch was hopeful. Hopeful for what? The promise of something more? That whatever it was happening between us could translate into a relationship?

God, just the word relationship usually sent me into a cold shiver, but as Dawson led me inside the dark nightclub, I didn’t feel the tremor up my spine that normally accompanied the word. But, strangely enough, it was the lack of a freak-out that had me freaking out. Which made no sense.

As if he could sense the sudden tension, Dawson changed course, veering to the right toward the dance floor instead of the bar we’d been heading to, and he didn’t let go of my hand. Instead, he kept me close to his side as we made our way down the steps to the crowded floor, where a pulsing beat had the couples we passed grinding together with moves that were better suited to the bedroom.

But it was my kind of place, exhibitionist that I was, and that was exactly why Dawson had brought me here first. To loosen me the hell up. 

“Come on,” he said, drawing me tight against him, his hands spread along my lower back. “Dance with me.”

As we began to sway, one of his legs pushed between mine, and I rocked my hips side to side while he matched me move for move. Closing my eyes, I breathed in his scent and let the music sweep me away, clearing my mind until there was nothing but me, the rhythm I kept time with, and Dawson pressed up against me. Soon, I was in my element, turning my back toward Dawson and sliding down the length of his body as others in the crowd turned to watch. I gave them a teasing smile, biting down on my lip, and I circled my hips as I heard whoops ring out. 

This was me. This was where I felt alive. 

Dawson’s lips came up by my ear, and he said, “You look so fucking sexy,” before nipping at my lobe and easing back, letting me do my thing. 

We continued that way for what felt like hours, never stopping, never losing body contact, the push and pull and thrill of dancing the night away content in someone’s arms. But Dawson wasn’t just anyone. As the music changed into a slower beat, his hand came up to push back the hair that stuck to my neck. 

“You’re beautiful,” he said, a small smile tipping his lips up, and then he touched his forehead to mine. “Especially when it’s my cock you’re grinding on.”

I laughed, shaking my head, and we kept moving side to side. “You’re crazy.”

“I am.”

The change in his tone had me pulling back to look at him, and the sincerity that shone in his eyes scared me. He was looking at me like I’d hung the moon. Like I was some amazing being who’d cut out stars and sprinkled them across a night sky. Our movements slowed, but my heart pounded harder than ever. As he tilted his head ever so slightly to the side and leaned down to kiss me, I broke out into a cold sweat. 

Unwrapping his arms from around me, I said, “Dawson, I’ll…be right back.” Then I stumbled my way to the restroom, my head swimming like I would pass out at any moment. Thankfully, there wasn’t a line, and I quickly turned on the faucet and splashed some cold water on my neck and my wrists. 

Okay, why was I having a freak-out all of a sudden? This was what I wanted, wasn’t it? What I’d always wanted, but time and my stubborn brain had told me I couldn’t have. It was like I couldn’t reconcile the me now with someone who could be in a relationship. How would that even work? Was that what Dawson wanted? 

As I steadied my breathing, I looked at the woman I saw staring back at me in the mirror. Sure, she was flushed and her hair was tousled almost like it was windblown, but she was still the same person she’d been before she’d gotten hitched. Maybe she could work her shit out and try to be vulnerable. Open herself up by putting it all out there in a way she’d only ever tried and failed to do once. It was just Dawson, for fuck’s sake. The least judgmental person on the planet, and what was the worst he could do? Laugh? Tease me to no end forever and ever?

Or…maybe he’d feel the same?

With my mind made up, I toweled off my neck and arms, and headed back for the man I’d abruptly left behind. As I rounded the corner that led back to the dance floor, my eyes searched the crowd for him, and when I found him, he wasn’t alone. A voluptuous brunette hung on his every word, throwing her head back as she laughed at whatever he was saying. But as she turned to the side to whisper in his ear, I got a better look at her, and that was when I realized it wasn’t just any woman. It was Destiny Landis.

It hit me then, the memories of that stupid party back in college, the one where I’d made the decision that had led me to now. 




TONIGHT’S THE NIGHT, I thought, as I checked my reflection in the mirror one last time. Dawson and I had coordinated our costumes for tonight’s Halloween party. We’d dressed as a Harlequin cover—me as a Highlander’s Mistress, and he was dressed, or undressed, I should say, as Fabio, which made me laugh every time I saw him. I’d left him downstairs to get us a couple of drinks while I went to psych myself up. 

Tonight everything would change. I could feel it in my bones, and with the way Dawson and I had been dancing around each other for the past few weeks, I knew that something was bound to give soon. And why not tonight, with my breasts all plumped up to mimic a heaving bosom, and, I suspected, not much under his kilt. 

Sure, we’d been playing the field, but neither of us had ever settled with anyone serious. And that told me a lot of what I needed to know about how to move things forward.

As I came down the stairs, I searched out the spot I’d left him, and when it looked like he wasn’t back yet with the drinks, I went there to meet him. Only he wasn’t there either. 

“Hey, Mike, have you seen Dawson?” I asked one of his friends, who, along with half the crowd there tonight, had gone with a toga costume. 

“Yeah, I think he went that way,” he said, pointing down the hall, and I frowned. Why would he go down there? Nothing but bedrooms and—

Ohhhh. Well, hot damn. 

Shimmying down my top a bit, I made my way down the hall, peeked in door number one, and immediately regretted it. I’d never look at Sunny the same way, that was for sure. Nobody was behind door number two, which only left…

All right, here goes nothin’. The door was already ajar, and it was then that I heard Dawson’s low chuckle, followed by a female’s seductive purr. 

I froze. Oh my God. Was he in there with another girl? Obviously he was, from the sounds I’d just heard, but who? And why? And what were they—

My hand went up to my mouth as bile rose in my throat. Better judgment told me not to open that door, that I didn’t want to see what was going on inside, but it was too late now. I had to. 

As I pushed the door open slightly, the occupants inside weren’t fazed in the least that someone had walked in on them. They didn’t even seem to notice. Dawson was lying back on a couch with a brunette straddling his waist, and she whispered something in his ear that made him laugh, and as she tossed her hair over her shoulders, I saw her face. 

It was my sorority sister, Destiny. One of my friends, and someone who knew how close Dawson and I were. And now her lips were on his neck, and her hand traveled over his bare chest before sliding down between his thighs. Her fingers massaged him through the kilt, and his head fell back as he groaned. It was only when Destiny dropped to her knees that I forced myself to look away. 

Oh God…please tell me I imagined that. That she wasn’t really in that room, that he wasn’t enjoying what her hands—and now probably her mouth—were doing. Fuck, I’d been so stupid. Stupid for not listening when he’d told me to never give anyone the power over me like I’d done with my ex. To keep my options open, that we made our own rules, and the world and its occupants were ours to explore. We’d always had clear boundaries of friendship, and I’d gone and done something like fall for my best friend. I’d turned into a damn cliché. I was a fucking joke.

I was halfway down Kami’s lawn when I stopped myself. Wait. Where was I going? Home to mope? To cry over the loss of something I never should’ve wanted anyway? No. Fuck no. It would’ve been more of a mistake to pour my heart out to him, only to have him fuck and ditch like he did every other girl out there. I wasn’t every other girl. I was Paige motherfucking Traynor-Ashcroft, and there was no way I was letting a boy break me again. 

Turning on my heel, I marched back into the house, straight for Mike. Because if Dawson wanted to play the field? Fine. I could play that game too. Only I’d do it better.




MY EYES REFOCUSED on the woman standing too close to Dawson and with a hand resting on his arm. Judging by her lips, painted a Taylor Swift shade of red, her dark brown hair in waves around her bare shoulders, and her barely-there mini dress, it looked like not much had changed since our college days—she was still as much of a sex kitten as ever. 

My legs took me the few feet to where they were standing, because if my brain had been the one in charge, I would’ve been gone in a hot second. When I came up behind her, Dawson’s eyes flitted up to mine. 

“There you are,” he said, pulling away from Destiny’s grasp. 

“Here I am.” 

Destiny glanced over her shoulder, but when she realized who I was, her eyes grew big and she turned around. 

“Paige? Oh wow,” she said, pulling me in for an air kiss. “What are you doing here?”

“Same as everyone else. Looking for a…cock to grind on, you could say,” I said, throwing his words back in his face.

She laughed, a high, pealing sound. “Oh, Paige. You haven’t changed a bit.”

“And neither have you,” I said, noticing the way she stayed close enough to Dawson to touch.

“Thanks, I try.” She ran her hands down the sides of her dress and smiled. “Damn, how long’s it been? Sophomore year?”

“Sounds about right.” I took a glass of champagne from a passing waiter, handed him a twenty, and then downed half of it in one gulp. Fuck me, I never hated on my fellow woman, because Lord knew we needed to stick together, but this was one woman I was content to let fall underneath my damn heel.

“It’s like no time’s passed at all. And Dawson here…well, I think he might be even handsomer than I remember. Edgier. Sexier…”

As she ran a finger down the side of his face, he chuckled and stopped her wrist. “I don’t think that’s entirely accurate, but thank you.”

“Oh, I think it is. Don’t you, Paige?” she said. 

Dawson’s eyes landed on mine, filled with amusement as he waited for my answer. 

I lifted my shoulder like I couldn’t care less. “Dawson knows he’s gorgeous. That’s never been his problem.”

“Now that’s the first time I’ve ever heard those words come out of your mouth,” he said, grinning at me. 

“Guess you’ll be filing that one away to use against me later.”

“Nah, I’m sure I can pry it out of you again.”

After an awkward silence, Destiny cleared her throat, looking between the two of us. “So. Are you two here together, or is this just a happy reunion?”

Dawson winked at me and then said, “Actually, Paige and I are—”

“Neighbors,” I interjected. “Sometimes we get together to blow off steam after a long day, but we’re neighbors. Friends.”

Dawson’s brow puckered, as if he was trying to figure out why I’d done a one-eighty since coming out of the restroom, but if he couldn’t put two and two together, then he wasn’t as smart as I’d thought. 

“Ah, good. So you won’t mind me stealing this guy for a little while tonight,” she said, sidling up to Dawson, one of her hands running over his chest.

“Mind? Why would I mind? We’re all consenting adults around here.” I drained the rest of my champagne as a handsome blond across the room inclined his head at me. 

Always keep your options open. Wasn’t that what Dawson had told me all those years ago, after my first boyfriend had stomped all over my heart? Yeah, well, little did he know it was his motto that had also been the driving force behind the wedge between us, and it seemed tonight was no different.

No problem. Whatever. If he could do that then I could do the same. “If you’ll excuse me, I’m being summoned.”

I didn’t make it halfway into the crowd when Dawson took a hold of my arm and spun me around to face him. 

“What the hell is going on with you?” he said. 

“Not a thing. Just here to have a gooood time. Same as you, right?”

“I was under the impression we were. What changed?”

“What changed?” Where did I start? “The problem is, nothing has changed. Don’t you see that? You will always be who you are, and I’ll always be who I am, and those two people will never change. They’ll never come together as anything more than the friends they should’ve been this whole time.”

“Hold on, where is this coming from?” He looked over his shoulder at the brunette still watching us. “Is this about Destiny? We haven’t seen her in years. What’s she got to do with anything?”

“Ah, it doesn’t surprise me that you’ve forgotten there’s a history there. Figures.”

“What are you talking about? History with who?”

“Hello—the one who was practically mauling you over there. She did the same thing at Kami’s party back in college, but you seemed pretty into it then.”

Dawson reared back as though he’d been slapped, and I could see the wheels turning as he finally put two and two together. “That’s it? Kami’s party, the last time you had anything to do with me outside of telling me off every chance you got. That’s how this whole thing started, then, huh? The truth finally comes out.”

“You knew I had feelings for you. You knew it, and when I came to tell you, you were having…feelings with someone else. So, yeah. That pretty much sums it up.”

“Holy shit.” He ran his hand through his hair, looking utterly baffled. “First—if I’d thought for one second that you felt anything for me then I would’ve never touched her. I wouldn’t have even been at the fucking party. Second—how was what I did any different from what you were out doing? If I remember correctly, you were the one who went upstairs that night. How did it get turned around that I’m the bad guy?”

“And you’re the one who encouraged me to get out there, explore, play the field, and give no fucks.”

“Oh, we want to go back to that? To when you came crying to me all brokenhearted because asshole what’s-his-name ended things with you? I was trying to help you, Paige. To show you you were worth more than what you thought of yourself at the time.”

“Great job with that. I think I turned out pretty fucking amazing.”

“Yeah, you’ve got that act down pat.”

I opened my mouth to give him another smartass retort, but the reality was, doing that would only lead us back to where we were all those years ago. And it just wasn’t worth it.

“Dawson…I don’t want to fight with you.”

“Yes, you do. That’s all you want with me.”

I looked at him, really looked at him, as we stood there in the middle of the dance floor, unmoving in the sea of people. With his hair pulled halfway back and his collared shirt unbuttoned and the sleeves rolled up, he really did look like what I’d said earlier—gorgeous. He was a gorgeous man who should be enjoying gorgeous women and living as loud and bold as he wanted to. Hell, the same went for me. We were too young to settle for being a married couple who fought constantly. 

“This was fun. Right?” I said. “You and me, arguing all the time, sometimes falling into bed, sometimes throwing dinner at each other. But it’s not real. This…married couple thing we’ve tried on…it’s not who we are. What happened was an accident.”

“An accident,” he repeated.

“Yeah. And I think it would be best if we stopped trying to hold on too tight.”

Dawson rubbed a hand over his face. “And how do you suggest we do that? What’s the brilliant plan?” 

“I spoke with my new lawyer earlier today. He’s taking care of helping me buy out my father’s claim on my house, which means his little blackmail issue with us is now off the table. I can have Logan draw up the annulment papers for us while he’s at it.”

Dawson sighed and gripped the back of his neck. “Paige, come on. That’s not what you want.”

“Isn’t it? Isn’t it what’s best for both of us? Dawson, we can’t just change who we are overnight.” Or over a couple of off-the-fucking-charts hot nights. “Let’s call this what it was. An accident. One that we’ve let go on for far too long now.”

“That’s how you really feel?”

“Yes, it’s how I feel.”

He stared at me and then said, “So we pretend like this never happened? Go back to fake-hating each other?”

“Dawson, I don’t hate you. I don’t want to go back to whatever it was we did in the past.”

“But you don’t want to move forward either.”

“I’m comfortable with who I am now. It’s taken me a long time to get here, and like you’ve told me before, I should never let someone else have the power to dictate my feelings. This is getting too messy.”

Dawson’s eyes searched mine, and after minutes passed, he gave a curt nod. “If that’s what you want.”

I swallowed hard. “It’s what’s best.” Then I walked backward away from him before turning and heading for the exit. 

“Paige, if you’re leaving, I’ll take you home,” he said, when he caught up to me.

“No need. I’ll get a cab.”

“Paige—”

“Seriously, stay. Enjoy your night. I’ll see you around, Dawson.”

As I made my way to the door, I pulled out my phone and made a request for an Uber car to come pick me up. I could’ve called one of the girls, I supposed, but the thought of having anyone pay witness to whatever fucked-up headspace I was in tonight wasn’t something I wanted them to see. Dawson hadn’t come after me, thankfully, and though I knew cutting ties outside of our friendship was the right thing to do, it still didn’t make the lump in my throat go away or the tightness in my chest ease.

This was for the best. Really, it was. The last thing Dawson or I needed was to be tied down, so if I was the one who had to cut the cords to set us free, so be it.

I just hadn’t expected it to hurt so fucking bad.

























CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

Night of the Gold




THE NEXT FEW days were anything but easy. Dawson’s bags remained in the guest room, but he hadn’t come home. 

Huh. Home. It was weird that I thought of this as his home too, but chalk that up to getting used to the guy. And as much as I’d given him the speech of “let’s have fun and party every night and see other people” and blah blah blah, that had lasted all of one evening, and then my ass had been planted on my couch every night.

And maybe there was a small part of me that had been hoping he’d show up too. That even though we couldn’t be together, we could at least be friends. Do things friends do…that did not include sex or intimate feelings of any kind, but still. That left the door open to a better relationship. A happier one. Most of the people I knew that were married wished they could be living the single life again. Not Dawson’s parents, my brain wanted to remind me, but I shoved that thought where the sun doesn’t shine. 

Leaning in the doorway of his room, I sipped on my coffee and wondered if he’d show up. Last night I’d sent him a text that said the annulment papers had been drawn up and we should meet at noon today to get things finalized. He’d responded with a thumbs up, which irked me to no end because USE YOUR WORDS, PEOPLE, but at least he’d responded. And he’d be here in a couple of hours. And then he’d leave with his bags as a free agent, and I’d go back to being a man-eater. 

All would be right in the world again. Right?

Pushing off the doorframe, I made my way back to the kitchen, needing a caffeine refill. Something had to get me back to feeling fabulous, and if anything could do it, it was the holy java that came out of my French press. 

After adding a bit of coconut milk, I swirled the mixture, and as I brought it to my lips, I heard the doorbell chime. And damn if that didn’t have my heart jumping in my throat, because there was only one person I was expecting today, and though he didn’t need to ring the doorbell, maybe that was the level of comfort we were back to. 

As I went to let him in, I found myself fiddling with the hoop of my earring, pulling my hair over my shoulder, tugging at the hem of my off the shoulder blouse. It was like I was nervous, for Christ’s sake. 

Opening the door, I came face to face with…not Dawson.

“Hi, I have a delivery for Richard Dawson,” said the teenager standing in front of me. He wasn’t UPS or USPS or FedEx, and he didn’t have a bundle of flowers in his hand. He’s getting packages delivered here now? Okaay.

“I can sign for him,” I said, taking the pen from the boy and scrawling my name on the slot. Then he handed me a small package, which had no return address listed on the front. “Who’s this from?”

“Fuhrman Photography. Have a nice day, ma’am.” Ma’am…what was I, fifty?

Kicking the door shut, I looked down at the square box that had mine and Dawson’s name on the front. No, really, it was spelled out just like that—Mr. and Mrs. Richard Dawson.

What is this? Fuhrman Photography was one of the businesses I’d worked with in the past, but what would Dawson be getting from there that had to be signed for here? After yanking the tape off, I pulled out a notecard that read, Sorry about the delay, but I think you’ll enjoy the additions you sent. Congrats again, you two! And it was signed, Dave from Fuhrman Photography.

Dave sent this? He was a friend of Dawson’s, and I’d recommended him to a few of my brides in the past. He’d also been filming my parents’ anniversary party in Vegas the night Dawson and I had—

Oh my God.

I looked down at the DVD case that had been hiding under the notecard, and on the front it said, Dawson and Paige, with the date of the day after my parents’ anniversary underneath. If this was what I thought it was, that meant that it was our wedding DVD. 

Holy fuck. 

Not only that, but judging from the date, we’d gotten married in the early hours of the morning. Considering I couldn’t remember anything from that night, I had the case open and was popping the DVD into the player in ten seconds flat. Dawson had joked about a video, but I hadn’t thought he was serious. Why had it come from Dave and not the Tunnel of Love or whatever ungodly chapel it was we’d gotten married in? 

My hands were shaking as I turned on the TV, and the words Paige & Dawson came up on the screen with a wide shot of Las Vegas from the air that had to be some kind of stock intro. I was holding my breath as the video cut to a handheld camera, judging from the slight shaking. 




“SO WHERE IS it we’re going, folks?” Dave said as he zoomed in on a shot of me and Dawson in front of a limo. Dawson had on a midnight-blue tux with an open white collar, and I wore a barely-there white dress. 

“We’re getting maaarrieeed,” I said, holding up our marriage certificate. Then Dawson helped me into the limo and got in behind, and Dave followed suit, taking a seat on the opposite side of the one we’d commandeered. I hadn’t bothered with a seatbelt, planting myself in Dawson’s lap instead, as his arms went protectively around me. 

“Can you guys tell me how it happened? Who proposed?” Dave asked.

Dawson and I both looked at each other and then burst out laughing. 

“It was him,” I said. “He’s the one who asked.”

“I believe you’re the one who brought it up in the first place. You said, and I quote, ‘I dare you to marry me.’”

“Nooo, we were giving dares, and I said, ‘I dare you to get married.’ I didn’t say to who.”

“Who else would I want to be with, if not you, love?”

I smiled so big then, and my forehead dropped to his. “I have a secret.” Then I whispered, “I love it when you call me love.”

“I’ll have to do it more often, then.”

Pulling back, I asked, “Do you call everyone that?”

“Only you.”

“No way. I would’ve noticed.”

“I’m more surprised that you haven’t.”

I was silent then for a long moment, before saying in a small voice, “Only me? Really?” When he nodded, I said, “Why?”

“Because you’re my girl. Always have been. Always will be.”

“Even when we fight all the time?”

Dawson chuckled. “Especially then.”

“Even when I call you Dirty Dick?”

“Somehow even then.”

“You know I don’t really hate you, right?”

“I’d hope not, since I’m about to put a ring on your finger. Figuratively speaking, for now.”

“And you don’t hate me then either?”

“You can’t hate what you love.”




My eyes had widened then, the surprise in them evident, and I had a feeling my eyes looked the same way now. He was admitting…that he loved me? Oh my God. I kept watching, hoping drunk me would press that issue, but I hadn’t done that. Instead, I’d been distracted by something out the window. 




“Ooh what’s that? Tunnel of Love…is that a ride?”

Dave said, “I believe it’s where you can have a drive-thru wedding.” 

I gaped at him. “You can get married in a Tunnel of Love? In your car? Oh, Dawson, let’s go there. We have to go there.”

Dawson let out a laugh. “All the chapels in Las Vegas, and that’s where you want to get married?”

“Yessss. Who else can say they got married there?”

“Probably a lot of people.”

I slapped playfully at his chest. “I mean people we know.” Then my gaze went back to the window. “This is perfect. It’s perfect, right?”

“It is,” Dawson said softly, his gaze fully on me. 




Past me hadn’t noticed, but he was looking at me reverently, and his words hadn’t just been talking about the choice in venue. I’d never seen Dawson look at me the way he was looking at me in the video. Or had I? 




“So we can do it there? I think we should stay right here in the car,” I said.

“If that’s where you wish.”

I grinned down at him and teased, “Where I wish? Richard Dawson, why didn’t I know you say the sweetest things?” 

“Because you never wanted to hear them,” he said, and then called out to the driver, “Sir, can you turn around? We’ll be going through the Tunnel of Love this evening, as my bride-to-be wishes.”

A few minutes later, the limo pulled in under a ceiling of star lights and cherubs and up to a drive-thru. The driver rolled down the back window, but I wanted the sunroof open instead. Before I could stand up, Dawson removed his jacket and put it on me. 

“I suppose you can’t have a blue bride,” I joked, as we got to our feet and took our positions.




As Dave got out of the car to walk around to the side for a better view, I lost what it was we were saying to the woman standing at the window. I remembered her. She was Justice Sally Sue Titball, the woman with the purple hair and pink lipstick that had been one of the only flashes of memory I’d had from that night. 

After the necessary paperwork and payment, we’d repeated the quick, standard vows with big grins on our faces, laughing our way through it, as though we couldn’t believe we were actually doing it. The ceremony, if you could call it that, was over so fast, five minutes at the most. But when she’d said, “You may kiss the bride,” it was like the world had gone into slow motion: Dawson cupped my face gently and gave me a beautiful smile that I returned. And then, ever so slowly, his lips touched mine, softly at first, and though I hadn’t seen what had gone down before we’d gotten in the limo, I knew that somehow that had been our first kiss. Then the driver pulled away from the window, heading back out to the street.




“Hey, wait,” Dave said, the camera shaking as he ran after the departing limo. “Wait up! You forgot me.” Then he slowed to a stop, his breathing heavy as he said, “Eh, that’s okay. I can catch a cab.”




THAT MADE ME giggle, as I watched him zoom in again on the limo in the distance, where Dawson and I were still entwined, our lips never having left each other. He kept the camera on us until we drove out of view, and then the screen blurred and the beginning notes of a-ha’s “Take on Me” began. 

Goosebumps broke out all over my body as the song Dawson and I had always played to cheer each other up came on, followed by a picture of us with our arms around each other on the first day we met. 

Oh my God…what is this? I thought, as the image moved into a video clip of us making faces at the camera as we sat at the dining table at Charles and Gail’s house making cookies, shoving the dough in each other’s faces. Then there we were, on the Slip ’N Slide at his ninth birthday party. Apparently we’d decided it would be a good idea to hold hands as we ran and then dove down the long slide, squealing the whole way down. And at the end of it, Dawson jumped up and helped me to my feet before we raced back to the start to do it again. Cut to our first day of junior high, and the excited expressions on our faces immediately changed to the picture of the first day of school the following year, where we looked like we’d rather do anything else. Then Christmas, maybe that same year, as I opened a gift Dawson had made in his woodworking class. I held up the carved angel and marveled over what a good job he’d done as Dawson proudly beamed next to me, a faint blush on his cheeks. On and on it went, and with every image that came up, it became clear that what Dawson and I had shared went beyond a simple friendship. 

How had I never noticed the way he looked at me before? Or maybe it was only the way he’d looked at me when he’d known I wasn’t watching? It was like this video had been put together to show me just how much he’d…adored me? But it wasn’t just him—the way my gazes turned into something more than friendly as we finished our high school years and entered college wasn’t anything you could deny. 

So Dawson had seen it. Had he known this whole time? 

The next recordings that came up surprised the hell out of me—they were obviously videos taken on his camera of me dancing at the clubs we frequented when we hadn’t been on good terms. I was on stage, lost in the music and moving my hips in a way that made me wonder if he’d used these videos for an altogether different purpose. 

So he’d been watching me even then? Even when he’d been Dirty Dick and I’d been Pita? 

Then the song faded and another, “Happy Together” by The Turtles, began. And this time, photos I never knew he’d taken filled the screen. 

The first, a montage of selfies in the car after we’d made our marriage official—since we’d driven off without our cameraman. The smiles on our faces were genuine, our eyes shining brightly with excitement at what we’d just done. And then later that morning he’d snuck a picture of us, me sprawled out on his chest as he kissed the top of my head. 

The shots after that he’d apparently taken when I wasn’t looking: me, curled up in my recliner writing in my diary, a selfie he’d taken when I had my back turned the night I cooked that dreadful fish, a picture of me chatting with his mom as we untangled Christmas lights. 

All these secret, hidden moments that I’d never known he’d ever paid attention to were projected onto the fifty-inch screen in front of me, and my eyes misted. These were the additions Dave had mentioned on the card. The ones Dawson had sent him to add. Which meant this video wasn’t just for the two of us—it was a gift. For me. 

But more than that, the video was a message, a plea.

Take on me. 

We could be happy together…

























CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

Everything and Always




AS THE FINAL image popped up, one of us in college, me sitting in Dawson’s lap, his arms around my waist as I kissed his cheek, my hand went to my chest and I struggled to breathe. I couldn’t believe what I was seeing. Everything this video was showing me, if you hadn’t known us, showed a man in love. From the way he looked at me to the words he said, it was a side of Dawson that I never would’ve believed from hearsay. And yet there it was, staring me in the face. The man I’d pushed away at almost every turn.

“You weren’t supposed to see that yet.” Dawson’s voice from behind me made me jump, and I brushed the tears from my eyes before I turned around. 

There was no telling how long he’d been standing in the doorway, watching me stare in shock at the video. 

“Dawson…” I said, but nothing else would come out. What could I possibly say after all that I’d just seen? 

When he pushed off the wall and stepped into the room, I couldn’t take my eyes off him. He was in all black today, boots, jeans, buttoned-down shirt, and his hair was down, one side tucked behind his ear. God, but the man was unbelievably attractive. Sexy. Confident. But it was the intent in his gaze that had me unable to move from the couch. I was frozen, at the mercy of the determination I saw there. 

“I’ve let you push me away for far too long, Paige,” he said, stalking toward me. “I’ve given you your space. Let you run wild and pretend you didn’t care about me. About us. But that ends today.” As he rounded the couch, his footsteps heavy on the hardwood, I could only look up at him. And when he stopped in front of me, he held out his hand for mine, and then pulled me up against him. 

“Paige,” he said, cupping my face, “I know you’re strong. I know you don’t need to rely on anyone. I know you crave your independence, and not being allowed your freedom would suffocate you. I don’t just know and accept that—it’s what I love about you. I don’t want to change who you are.”

Apparently the tears weren’t done falling yet, because Dawson blurred in my vision again before warm streaks ran down my face, and his thumbs gently brushed them away. 

“We’ve made our mistakes, but getting married wasn’t one of them. It wasn’t the way I’d planned for this to go, but it’s the way things shook out, and for that I’m fucking glad. Because I couldn’t have gotten your stubborn ass to see what’s in front of you any other way.”

I choked out a laugh as he bit back a smile. 

“You know I’m right,” he said. “It’s okay, you can say it. ‘Dawson, you’re absolutely right. I can’t fucking live without you.’”

Laughing harder, I put my hands on his wrists. When the laughter faded, I said, “You’re right. I really can’t fucking live without you. And I want to hate that…but I can’t.”

Dawson closed his eyes and took a deep breath, as if he hadn’t been expecting those words to come out of my mouth. When his eyes opened, there was a fire blazing behind them. 

“Now, do you know what I really want?” he asked.

My lips tipped up. “No, what do you really want?”

“I want to be the goddamn reason you can’t wait to wake up in the morning. I want you to be unable to sleep if I’m not there with you at night. And I want to be the only fucking man that you let come near you when you’re moving those hips like you’re having sex on the dance floor.”

I stuttered out a laugh. “That’s not asking for much.”

“With you, I want everything.”

My stomach flipped, a fire burned in my veins, and this time, I was the one who made the first move. I grabbed a hold of the back of his neck and crushed my lips to his, telling him with no uncertainty that I wanted all of that and more. 

There was nothing soft in this kiss; it was merely an outlet for the words left unsaid that came bursting out in a hot explosion of tongues tangling and lips claiming. It left me lightheaded and breathless, and when we pulled away, it was a long moment before we could speak.

“Does that mean you agree to my terms?” Dawson said. 

I shook my head, but couldn’t hold back the grin on my face. “When did you get so damn bossy?”

“I’m serious. You’re a hell of a kisser, but don’t let me walk out that door because you’re too stubborn to finally say out loud what you want.”

“You calling me a chicken?”

Dawson looked around. “I seem to be the only one spilling their guts here. Better hurry or I’ll make you beg.”

“I’d love to see you try,” I said. “Okay, well, before I confess my undying devotion to you, I have a couple of questions.”

He tapped his watch. “You’ve got five minutes…and go.”

“How did you… I mean, how did you even manage this? The video? And Dave… How did that even happen?”

“Long story short, we ran into Dave at the bar and told him we were getting married and that he should come along and film it. Actually, you said that last bit, and your reasoning was because you wanted to remember, since Goldschläger might leave holes in your memory.” 

Holes? More like complete blackouts.

“Which I now realize was a better idea than I’d originally thought,” Dawson said, following my train of thought. 

“Okay…” And now for the answer I’d been wondering about since the video had ended. “How long have you wanted us to happen?”

Dawson’s brows rose. “How long do you think?”

“I asked you first.”

“Since the moment I first laid eyes on you, love.”

I waited for him to laugh or give some sort of indication he was joking, but when that didn’t come, I said, “No, really.”

“You asked, and I told you. But if you want me to be more specific, when did I know I’d fallen for the feisty pain in the ass next door? That would be the day you came over crying about that asshole tennis instructor. I’d never wanted to hurt someone like I wanted to hurt that guy, and it was then when I also knew I never wanted to see someone break your heart again. So I told you to—”

“Hold my head up high and stomp on every other guy’s heart out there.”

“Okay, that’s paraphrasing, but basically.”

“But still you never said anything.”

“I was advised by someone we both know and love that you needed your space. That we both had some growing up to do, and she was right. Even back then I knew you’d never be happy if you didn’t get a chance to live a little. I’ve never wanted to hold you back. So if I had to bide my time until you were ready, so be it. I knew my end goal. It was just a matter of when.”

I pursed my lips. “So confident…”

“You forget that I know you, Paige Iris. I know every deep, dark secret you’ve ever had. I can tell when you’re lying and when you’re upset. I know which of your laughs are genuine and which ones you save for the people you don’t like. And I knew every time you fought with me, there was a passion there that could only come from love. So, yes. I was confident.”

And damn him. He’d done it. He’d made me lose my words. All I could do was stand there gaping at him as I tried to remember all the things I’d wanted to say to him, all the times I’d wished we might’ve been. But right then, the only thing that came out, was: “Richard Dawson. Damn you for making me fall in love with you.” 

The smile he gave me then was blinding. “That’s all I ever wanted to hear.” Then he did the unthinkable—he dropped down to his knee. “Paige,” he said, pulling a blue Tiffany box out of his back pocket, and my mouth fell open as he reached for my hand. 

“Oh my God,” I said. “Are you serious?”

“I’m gonna do it right this time, dammit.” Then he opened the box and I gasped. The ring he’d chosen was a dazzling yellow diamond, one that would have me sinking if I ever fell off a boat. When my wide eyes met his, he gave me a smirk. “You didn’t think I’d have my girl walking around with something no one could see, now did you?”

“Wow… If I didn’t know better, I’d say you were making up for something, but since I do know better…holy fuck.”

Dawson’s grin right then rivaled the shimmering brilliance of the diamond. “For all of the reasons I’ve already said, and for any that remain unsaid, I want you to be my wife. To remain my wife. Not because you have to be. But because you choose me. Just as I’ll choose you every day of my life from this day forward. Paige—my Pita—will you marry me?”

I wasn’t sure how I was still standing there while my heart was bursting, but that just proves miracles do happen. There was one on his knee right now, asking me to be his wife. And suddenly, my life had never been more in focus. Since he’d walked into the room, there’d been no doubt in my mind that my life was as tied to the man looking up at me as my lungs were to my chest. And so I dropped to my knee as well, so we were eye to eye when I told him the words I never thought I’d say.

“Yes, Dawson. I would love to marry you.”

Then he put the ring on my finger and tilted my lips up to his, and never before had I felt the peace that came over me then. He was my family now. He always had been, but now it was official, and somehow that knowledge had a weight lifting off my shoulders. I knew with Dawson by my side, there was nothing I couldn’t face, and I had a feeling he felt the same way about me. 

“You know I’m gonna expect to live in happily orgasmed bliss forever after now, right?” I said, as he lifted me easily in his arms and carried me off to my bedroom.

Dawson grinned against my lips. “If I didn’t before, I do now. And I think I’d like to die trying.”

























EPILOGUE




TWO MONTHS LATER

Weddings Are Still For Suckers




“PAIGE?” THERE WAS a rap on the door that accompanied Shayne’s voice. “Paige, are you in there? You’re gonna be late for your own wedding.” 

I let out a groan, and Dawson smacked my ass. 

“If you don’t keep quiet, you don’t come,” he said in a hushed voice, and I pushed back against him, where he was several inches deep inside me. So, like a good girl—that was the role I was playing for the next five minutes—I kept quiet.

Nothing like a little pre-wedding nookie to get the party started, am I right?

“I heard that,” Shayne said. “You’ve got thirty seconds and I’m sending for reinforcements.” She waited for a moment before we heard her walking back down the hall. 

Dawson’s lips were hot on my neck as he moved inside me, but our interlude was interrupted seconds later by Ryleigh.

“Paige Dawson, you get your butt out here before the groomsmen hook up with all the guests.” 

A chuckle left my lips at Ryleigh’s put-out tone, which only made my man thrust harder, causing us both to moan.

“Is that Dawson in there with you?” she asked, and even through the door I could hear her heels tapping against the floor. “Fine. Have it your way. But remember, you asked for it.” The sound of her walking away had us ramping up the pace, chasing our orgasms before the next intrusion.

“Dick and Pita, if you aren’t in front of that altar in five seconds flat, I will personally come in there and pull you two out by your genitals. While it may prove entertaining to the rest of the guests, I can guarantee that it won’t be the vow renewal you want to remember.” Quinn’s voice brooked no argument, and I knew better than to think she wouldn’t do it. Her threat had me and Dawson groaning (and not in the Yes! Yes! Yes! kind of way) and pulling apart to put our shit back together. And before she had a chance to break down the door, I had it open and was heading out into the corridor. “You worry me sometimes, you know that?” I said as I walked past her and adjusted the strap of my short white dress. And before you say anything about me converting who I am to fit some traditional marriage mold, yes, I was wearing white. Not because I was some virginal bride, but because it looked best with the tan I’d been working on for the past few weeks. Priorities, people.

Dawson came out of the room adjusting his pants, and then he pulled at his cuffs of his jacket sleeves. “Never thought I’d have to walk down the aisle with blue balls, so thanks for that, Quinn.”

“Quite welcome,” she said, following us down the hall to just outside the doors of the spot we’d rented for the occasion. “Though I’m sure, considering our girl here, that you won’t ever have to deal with that particular affliction again.”

“Thank fuck,” I thought I heard him say, and his annoyance at our interruption made me smile. 

Our venue tonight wasn’t the Tunnel of Love, but it was close: the fifth-floor terrace of a rock nightclub, overlooking the Strip and decked out just for us. And the highlight of our classy shindig was our wedding party: Quinn, Ryleigh, and Shayne wore dresses they’d chosen themselves—black, yellow, and purple, respectively, to match the decor, and the guys…ohhhh, the guys. Dawson’s best friends must’ve really loved the guy, because they all sported guyliner and rocker tuxes for the occasion. 

We looked like a hair metal wedding concert gone bad. But then again, some would argue, when had they ever gone good? 

When Dawson and I decided to renew our vows, the first thing we’d agreed on was the venue. We weren’t the chapel types. Definitely no more Tunnel of Love business. I couldn’t deal with any more of the sappy stuff, so a beach wedding was out of the question. When we sat down and thought about it, the decor of the club fit my man to a T, and it also captured the fun vibe we were going for, so it was the perfect place for us to get married. Again. Not to mention Las Vegas was where we’d said “I do” the first time around, and since that hadn’t ended badly, we figured we may as well keep up the tradition. 

“All right, now, Dawson, you need to get out there already,” Quinn said, pushing Dawson toward the doors. “And Paige, you stand over here with me until the music starts.”

“I think it’s funny that you’re trying to tell a wedding planner how to run her own wedding,” I said.

“Give me grief and my threat still stands,” she replied. 

“Then by all means, continue.”

“Paige?” Gail stuck her head out of the door, and when she saw me, she slipped out. “I was just making sure you hadn’t changed your mind.”

“Me? Back down? Never,” I said. 

Gail’s eyes trailed over me and she clasped her hands together. “You look so beautiful.”

“Really?” I looked down at the short hem. “You don’t think it’s a little too ‘high-class hooker’?”

Gail pursed her lips and gave me another once-over. “I think you could wear a garbage bag and look gorgeous for your wedding.” She gave me a hug, careful not to smudge my makeup, and when she pulled back, there were tears in her eyes. “I’m so happy for you, Paige. For you both. We love you.”

Oh no, not the tears. Nope…nope, just a light sting behind the eyes. I’m good. “I love you too,” I said.

She squeezed my hands and took one of the escort’s arms to head back onto the patio. Before she got inside, though, I let out a low whistle and she turned around. 

“I forgot to tell you, there are headphones in your seat. If you love me, you might want to use them.”

“Oh? Is that how we’ll hear you talking up there?” she asked.

“No. That’s how you won’t.” The corner of my lips quirked up as Shayne handed me my bouquet. “Trust me on that one.”

As we got into formation, I made sure to say, “Don’t let this marriage thing rub off on you three. It’s still a really stupid decision. But I’ll take one for the team.”

Ryleigh and Quinn threw a choice finger my way and Shayne glanced at me and said, “How generous of you.”

“What can I say? I do for my girls.”

And then the doors opened, and all together, my best friends in the whole world walked me down the aisle that we’d made wide enough to fit the four of us in a row. They were the natural choice when I’d thought about who would give me away, because if the man of my dreams didn’t have their approval, well…let’s just say I wouldn’t be getting married right now. Besides, it wasn’t every day that the bride got to walk down the aisle with three hot women to “Happy Together.” 

From where he stood at the front of an archway with the lights of the city as the background, Dawson’s expression as he watched me walk down to him was one I’d always hoped for the brides I worked with—utter freakin’ awe and adoration.

As we came to a stop in front of the minister, he looked down the row of us and asked, “Who gives this woman away?”

“We do,” the girls said in unison, and then Shayne took my bouquet and they each gave me a wink before heading to their places to the side. 

As the minister launched into his greeting, Dawson took my hands and gave them a squeeze. Over the last two months, it had felt like I was floating on air. That could’ve been post-orgasm highs talking, but once I’d let my guard down and realized that I could still be the same person with another person—and a pretty incredible person at that—my life had become fulfilling in ways I hadn’t known possible. The loneliness that had plagued me for most of my adult life vanished. I no longer had a relationship of any kind with my parents, but I’d come to accept and even embrace that. Family could be the ones you chose, and I was marrying—again—into a family I adored, and with Dawson and my friends by my side, there was nothing we couldn’t tackle together. 

“So, you’ve both written your own vows, is that correct?” the minister said, glancing between the two of us. 

Dawson nodded. “It is.” 

“But you’d like to swap and let the other read them as their vows, is that also correct?” When we said yes, he motioned for us to go ahead, and I took the folded paper from Shayne before exchanging it with the one Dawson handed me. 

The minister nodded at Dawson. “You can go first when you’re ready.” 

My husband gave me a smile that was sexy and heart-melting all at once, and then he unfolded the paper and began to read. “I, Richard James Dawson, do hereby vow to love and to cherish my wife’s body several times a day, every day, for the rest of our lives.”

Chuckles broke out across the guests, as Dawson continued. “I vow to never stop watching silly romantic comedies, and I will never, ever ask you to cook for me again. As a matter of fact, fish is off the dinner menu for the foreseeable future. I also promise—”

He stopped and looked up at me. “Really, Paige?”

I nodded proudly. “Keep going.”

Dawson shook his head and said, “I promise never to pressure you on the subject of having kids. Doing so would only result in a stretched-out, saggy vagina, and my—” He stopped and rubbed his face as he smothered a chuckle. “Christ, love. And my nine-and-a-half inches would get lost in there like a black hole. Meaning I would either need to get a dick-enlarger pump or you’d have to find someone with a monster cock.”

Bursts of shocked laughter rang out from both sides of the aisle, as Dawson’s poor parents looked on, appropriately mortified. I motioned for them to put the headphones back on, and then turned back to face Dawson. 

“Is that all?” the minister asked, looking more than horrified he’d let us say our own vows. 

“Looks like my bride is pretty easy to please,” he said, folding the note back up and tucking it in his suit pocket. 

“All right, now, Paige, your turn.”

“I, Paige Iris Traynor-Ashcroft Dawson—” I stopped to laugh. “Jesus, that’s a mouthful.”

“That’s what she said,” said Quinn at the same time as one of the groomsmen.

“We’re keepin’ it classy,” I remarked with a grin. “I vow to always fight with you, but only because I want to make up with you more. I vow to let you always have the last of our favorite ice cream when there’s only one scoop left, because it’s either let you have it or face the silent treatment for a week.” I looked at him over the paper. “Hey, wait a minute.”

“Now that’s love right there,” Ryleigh called out.

“Not sure I want to agree to that,” I muttered. “I vow to give private dances at least once a week to my husband, though I know he would never complain should I choose to make those more frequent. I promise to always kiss you good night, even when I’m mad at you. And finally, I vow to be there for you for always, in sickness and in health, because you, Dawson, are the only person who can make my previously cold, dead heart manage to skip a beat.”

I folded the paper and put it inside my cleavage. “Aw, babe. You had to go and end it on a sappy note, didn’t you?” Then I gave him a light kiss on the lips. “I love you.”

“I love you more,” he said.

“Delusional,” I said, rolling my eyes. 

“Uh…You forgot the p.s. on the back.”

“Oh.” I took the paper back out and read, “I also promise not to kill my husband when I find out he’s the reason my house was held hostage so I would have to stay married to him.” I looked up, shocked. “Are you serious? You—”

Then he reached for me, kissing me long and deep, and completely ignoring the minister’s objections that it wasn’t time for that part of the ceremony. 

“By the powers vested in me, I now pronounce you husband and wife. Again. You may continue kissing your bride.” 

As the cheers rang out, we pulled away from each other, matching ridiculous expressions on our faces, and then turned to the ones who’d joined us to help celebrate. There would be dinner, dancing, and more laughs than I could count on all the stars. And this time, it was a night I’d never forget. When you’ve got your people and a view like ours, you didn’t need much else. 

 Oh, and for those of you curious—Ryleigh caught the bouquet. ~Wink~




SO, THERE YOU have it, diary. Sometimes it’s the ones you think are least likely to do something that actually go through with it. A few months ago, no one in that room would’ve bet money that I’d be Mrs. Paige Dawson. Holy shit, that makes me sound old. Maybe I’ll only use that in written correspondence. But I digress.

I guess if there’s anything to be learned from these entries, it’s this: sometimes it’s those who protest the loudest who might be hiding a thing or two. Sometimes it’s vulnerability, sometimes it’s baggage, and sometimes it’s fear. So, if anyone reading this should come across one such person—love them hard. They’re probably the ones that need it the most. 

And as for the rest of you, be a stubborn ass until someone worthy climbs over all the walls, jumps over the trapdoors, and cuts through all barbed-wire fences surrounding your heart. A fabulous female can’t just take on any heartsick fellow’s name, now can she? 




“The plane leaves with or without us in two hours, love,” Dawson called out from where he was no doubt waiting by the front door of our home—yes, it was ours now. Shayne’s too, since I’d convinced her to stay on the grounds that we’d give a heads-up if we decided to commandeer somewhere outside of the bedroom. So far we’d stuck to that agreement about eighty percent of the time.

“I’ll be there in just a sec,” I said, and then turned back to write:




Oh, and another piece of advice before I jet off to my glorious honeymoon in St. Lucia—invest in an ice cream vibrator. Actually, invest in a trunk load of dildos and vibrators, of sex toys of all kinds. They’ll keep you company (and keep you from turning into one big, droopy vagina) until your very own happily ever after comes along.




Until next time…

Pita
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