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Author’s Note

The book you are about to read, Before Her Billionaires, is the prequel to the New York Times bestselling series, Her Billionaires. The four-part series first debuted in November 2012, and reached the New York Times bestseller list in October 2013 as a single-author boxed set.  

Since that time, five additional books in the series have been published: It’s Complicated, Complete Abandon, Complete Harmony, Complete Bliss and Complete We. This prequel looks at the three main characters, Laura, Mike and Dylan, before they meet via an online dating service at the start of Her First Billionaire.




Sometimes your wildest dreams really do come true...

Laura Michaels sat up in her dark, lonely bedroom, heart slamming in her heated chest, the dream so real she could still taste his mouth against hers, feel hands pressed into her soft curves, sense fingers exploring where she wanted them most in the lush territory of her abandoned body. Yet her bed was empty, as always.  

She should have calmed down. She should have been able to shake the reverie. She should have let it all fade.

What kept her heart beating so fast, though, was one undeniable fact.

There had been four hands on her in that dream...

 

 

This prequel takes Laura, Mike and Dylan from the New York Times bestselling series Her Billionaires and offers a glimpse into their yearning for what was meant to be... 




Praise for Julia Kent

From Authors

“Her stories are sensual, incredible, and outright hilarious—the PERFECT combination.” 

—Sara Fawkes, New York Times bestselling author of the Anything He Wants series 

 

“If you like menage romances … with lots of humor, this is the series for you!” 

—Mimi Strong, New York Times bestselling romantic comedy author 

 

Reader Reviews 

“This book is not to be missed!!!” 

 

“Wow Julia has done it again!! This book had me on edge with the suspense and overwhelmed with laughter at times! I even cried a little. I absolutely love this series!!! I can’t wait to see what’s to come next!!! This is a must read!” 

 

“Every chapter made my heart beat faster in anticipation. Julia Kent once again pulls at our emotions and allows us to fall in love with the characters all over again. Enjoyed the story from every character’s POV. Getting to see their individual reactions to every situation made the suspense for the finale overwhelming. Very well worth my heart palpitations.” 

 

Reader Emails

“I just can’t imagine how you come up with this stuff, but am so glad you do!” 

 

“I finally had to write to you and tell you that you are simply one of the most amazing authors. Your humor is perfect. I really do bust out laughing out loud. My family thinks that I am crazy when I do it but I can count on a good read from you especially when it has been a rough day. There hasn't been a single thing that you have written that I haven’t fallen in love with the characters. They become real and some of your lines have become a part of our family language. Thank you for sharing your amazing gift.” 

 

“Having another fantastic evening as I just finished your latest book and now the fam can go to sleep since the laughing/screaming out loud has stopped...Stomach muscles are sore.  Better than sit-ups! :-)”

 


 

Before Her Billionaires




Laura

The sound of her steady breath was the only way she could anchor herself as he pressed against her in the silk-covered bed. Moonlight dripped into the room through sheer curtains that billowed in, pushed by a wind so eager to watch what Laura and her lover did under covers and in privacy that it made the cloth tickle her calves, eliciting a throaty laugh as his hands catalogued her.

He smiled, face in the shadows, thickly-muscled arms tending to her and only her. The muted sound of the city clamored outside, both immediate and distant, a background rumble that seemed necessary, like oxygen. It was there, it was noted, and it was forgotten, imprinted into her. What was new was him—his touch, his taste, his scent.

Him.

“You are perfect,” he whispered, a husky voice darkened by want echoing through the room. Mingled with her quickened breath, it made her feel whole. Richer and more mature somehow, tempered by her own driving, throbbing need. She felt changed, from a woman who felt lucky to be under his attentions to one who was wanted enough to be secure.

The shafts of light from the window teased her as they danced across his face, highlighting only the thick, blonde waves she could touch as she felt for his shoulders, fingers playing with his shirt collar, the warm rush of skin and hair at the back of his neck like an invitation to bury herself there. She inhaled musk and a lightly-spicy cologne, orange and clove and something that staked her in place.

She never wanted to leave. Her unclothed legs savored the feel of his, the tingle of thick leg hair against her own smooth skin. A deep breath filled her chest, her throat, her senses with his scent, making her ache to have him inside her in so many more ways. While his musk lingered in the air she inhaled, his fingers made other parts of her shiver, the rush of heat between her legs both welcome and foreboding. 

If the mere brush of fingers on her hip could produce such intensity, what would his mouth between her legs feel like? A shudder of anticipation ran through her as his mouth made the delectable journey down the path of her torso, tongue leaving a lazy trail that made her breath hitch, air flow coming in fits and starts as he went down, down, down...leaving no question she was about to learn the answer to what she had just wondered. 

Her hands plunged into his thick waves, the soft crush of hair in what became clenched fists maddening against the thin skin between her fingers. The texture of him, of his hair, his neck, the nuances of skin and beard and the nape of his neck, so masculine and yet so tender, made her yearn for this. For more. For all of it, as if she couldn’t grasp enough in the inadequate time they had to touch.

“Oh, there,” she murmured, feeling a smile spread his lips as he parted hers. So many words bounced in her addled head, jumbled and incoherent as his tongue found the pulsing center of her sex. Gratitude. Mercy. Delight. Ecstasy. Joy. Abandon. 

Home.

“God, you’re so...” she whispered as he tended to her with such care, like a virtuoso of a woman’s body, playing her as if she were a fine instrument only a handful of masters could manage. 

“Mmmm,” he murmured against her, one hand cupping her ass and driving under her, up over her hip and onto her belly, lounging there as if it were waiting for something that it knew was coming. “You’re the one who is a goddess,” he said against her thigh, the wisps of air against her vulnerable, exposed flesh making her quiver. “A luscious, beautiful, amazing gift,” he continued, his words arousing her as much as his ministrations to her flesh. 

One hand on her belly, one hand in her, and then a third hand cupped the soft flesh of her ass, a fourth on her breast, tweaking the nipple where his mouth had just been.

And—wait.

Four hands?

A new mouth kissed her, tasting like wine and spices, different from the earlier man, who’d carried a distinct minty flavor. Her body flushed and her eyes searched the dark room, seeking answers.

“We adore you,” said a new voice, deep and filled with a sensual growl that made her entire body shiver, the epicenter of this tectonic shift between her legs. Her hand groped to find the body attached to that voice, encountering hard, rigid muscle, arms with veins that stood out like a rope, like a lifeline she must grab and hold on to for dear life. 

And just as her eyes found a shaft of light that illuminated the room just enough to see their faces, to focus on the very man (men?) who gave her so much pleasure, she woke up to a cold, empty room, her heart racing, pulse flying like a supersonic jet, a cold sheen of sweat soaking her breasts, her cleft, her soul.

“No!” she cried out.

Not again. Pounding her fists on the unsympathetic mattress, she hit two, three, four times, her thin cotton nightgown stuck to her loose breasts, her hair flying with the force of her anger.  

Again.

These dreams invaded her mind most nights, slinking in like a snake, like a mist that moved and permeated, filling in the cracks of her subconscious. Heart pounding, clit throbbing, she burst into furious tears, starting an ugly cry that made her ribs ache, her throat hurt so much she thought she was choking, the sound of weeping as intimate as the touch of those warm hands from her dream.

But not nearly as satisfying.

The glow of the red numbers from her alarm clock infiltrated her brain. 4:44 a.m. It was nearly the same time every night, like clockwork (ha ha). As she took in a shaky breath and her neck stopped spasming, she rubbed her eyes over and over, as if she could massage into them some sort of message that could permeate her brain.

What that message was, though, she didn’t know. Something. Anything. Indistinct and uncertain, it was a message. The universe was trying to tell her something, and it involved two men, two mouths, four hands, and a lot of need.

Sighing, she pulled the tangled sheets off her legs and looked down, pink painted toenails chipped, her feet wiggling with restlessness. A cup of chamomile tea would be her nighttime companion, it seemed.

And not those two men.

Two. It started out as one, a guy who resembled her ex...boyfriend? Ex-cheater? Ex...something. Ryan had been the guy she’d dated, the guy she thought she would have a future with, the guy who turned out to be married.

Already married.

So was he a cheater, or was she? When he broke up with her he’d flung his marriage in her face, telling her it was her fault she had been with him, that she had made him stray, that she had been at fault for his infidelity. In the warped way that she allowed the world to work sometimes, she’d actually believed him for a short while. She’d apologized. She’d begged him to forgive her.

And even after her best friend, Josie, had spent a long weekend de-programming her and making her see what a manipulative asshole Ryan had been, she’d dreamed about him.

What a slippery animal the unconscious can be. It’s your best friend, your worst enemy, your confidante and your nemesis. The unconscious keeps you going at night and shapes your social instincts during the day. 

And deep in the dark hours of the middle of the night, it arouses you to no end with dreams of a love life that would make anyone blush.

That cup of chamomile wasn’t going to make itself. Heaving herself off the bed, she took a few steps on shaking legs, thighs running together under the thin cotton of her nightgown. The throbbing between those thighs only intensified, a deeply irritating feeling that wasn’t going to abate. 

Laura made a mental note to replace the batteries on her vibrator—it had stalled out on her the other night, sputtering to a dead halt just when she’d needed it most, making her cry out with a hoarse sound she’d last made during sex with Ryan, when he’d finished first and rolled over.

And you couldn’t just throw some new D batteries in Ryan and get him going again.

Too bad life didn’t work that way.

One of her cats, Frumpy, rubbed against her legs and purred, the cool feel of the fur brushing against Laura’s ankles with a disjointed sensuality. Gently nudging the cat away, Laura padded into the kitchen, filled the kettle, turned it on and dug out a can of cat food.

Miss Daisy and Snuggles decided to join in the food fest, making a mewling sound that made Laura laugh.

“All right, all right, it’s coming,” she said, her voice cracking. Living alone meant not talking much when she wasn’t at work or hanging out with her best friend, and by the end of twelve hours of not saying a word, she found her vocal cords in need of a little stretch. On long weekends she could go all day without saying a word, making the return to work a bit uncomfortable, as if she had to relearn basic social cues all over again.  

Laura fed the cats, washed her hands, and set up the tea steeper, spooning her loose tea into the water reservoir. The kettle whistled at just the right moment, she poured the water in for steeping and shut the top—

And promptly burst into tears all over again. She was a single woman living alone with three cats, making tea in the middle of the night. This was not how her twenties were supposed to be. 

Closing her eyes, she willed the dream to come back, to feel the sensual heat of those hands. In her mind’s eye she remembered the forearm that was attached to one of those loving hands, the sandy hair that peppered the tanned skin, the twist of muscle under the taut skin. It was a man’s arm, muscled and tight, with tendons and veins rigid and clear under textured skin. 

We adore you. 

The man’s words whispered through her like the rush of hot wind on a summer’s night, right before a burst of sweet, steamy rain, the kind you run outside and play in, even as an adult. You tip your face to the dark, cloudy sky and let the misty rain blanket you like it’s love.

She could feel the imprint of his palm on her thigh. If she weren’t firmly grounded in the world of logic, she’d think he was here. Right now, in another room in her small apartment, off to the bathroom or back in her tousled bed, waiting for her, warming the sheets and reclined in full, drawn-out nude beauty.

Her hand reached down to touch the expanse of skin that burned from the memory of his touch. A laugh burbled out of her, unbidden and without any pretense. She snorted as her fingers brushed against her own creamy curves, her finger tips sliding from mid-thigh on up.

Quickly, she yanked her nightgown down. Now she just burned with a stupid sense of shame, a cold chill making her shiver as the tea darkened in the clear plastic cylinder she used for steeping. 

What had she done to deserve a life where her only intimacy was her fingers, her battery-powered night-table boyfriends, her cats and these all-consuming dreams? Dream men were fine and all, but they couldn’t bite your nipple at just the right time.

He has to be real, she thought, the palpable change in her skin making her more certain than ever that whatever she had dreamed had been more than wishful thinking. He’s out there. He’s real.

He has to be.

Don’t you mean ‘they’, a voice inside her hissed, the trickster who made her doubt, made her insecure and self-deprecating, asked in a disapproving voice.

They.

The second man had appeared with such stealth, yet such prowess, that she blended the two together in her addled mind. They weren’t the same, though. Distinct and heavenly, they were two separate men. She inhaled slowly, fingers curling around the edge of the kitchen counter, her breasts flushed with the memory of how all four hands on her had made her ache.

In the dream, she’d known that ache would soon ease as they pleasured her to release. Too bad life didn’t imitate the movie Inception. If it did, she’d hire someone to hack her back into that moment and live out her wildest sexual fantasies.

Pouring her now-too-strong tea, she smiled at the thought. Fantasies. They’re all fantasies, right? The first sip of chamomile made her mouth twist from the concentration, but by her third she was calmer. More centered.

Thin strands of the dream slowly faded away. She tried to conjure an image of the man’s forearm but couldn’t. Then his scent. Cardamon and freshly-cut grass? Mint and orange? Synapses in her brain struggled to put it all together to form the atmosphere in which she’d awoken.

By the time she finished her cup of tea all that remained was the barest hint of memory, of being touched. Of being loved. Of being cherished.

The actual experience disappeared, though, as the sun made its slow ascent. As if sunlight chased her dream away.

All that remained was her frustration.

Miss Daisy meowed until Laura poured her a shallow dish of milk. As dawn made the sky outside turn a sickly shade of grey Laura sighed and slumped on her couch, turning on the television to catch whatever was on at 5:11 a.m.

The pre-morning-show talk show featured a young woman she’d never seen before and a guy she vaguely remembered from some reality television show where he ate food out of dumpsters for a week. They  chatted on a boring, beige couch in a studio that looked like something a hotel designer created.

“Bachelor auction!” the woman chirped, turning toward a screen behind them. A shirtless man in a construction outfit appeared, stripper music in the background.

“Can you imagine paying $5,000 for a date with one of those hunks?” the male co-host joked.

“Yes,” said the woman, licking her lips. “I can. He’s a catch,” she added, pointing to a man dressed like a doctor, walking down a fashion runway wearing a white lab coat, jeans, and nothing else.

“Once you catch him, what do you do with him?” the man asked.

Click.

Laura wasn’t watching that. First off, who had $5,000 for a date? And second, even if Laura had that kind of money for a charity auction, how awkward would that date be?

Hi, nice to meet you. I paid $5,000 after watching you gyrate shirtless on a stage. I’m Laura Michaels and don’t feel obligated to have sex with me.

She barked aloud at the thought, scaring Snuggles and making the cat hiss, then attack the spider plant that grew for what seemed like miles in a spiral around the living room.

“Sorry, Snuggles.” Even her tone carried a thick blanket of guilt. Laura rolled her eyes. Hot bachelors. Buying a date. If she could catch a guy like that, what would she do with him? Probably shake with terror and worry he’d point at her and make fun of her. She was so far out of the league of guys like that. It was like she played a different game in a different language on the wrong planet.

What would it be like to be with a man...like that? The kind with chiseled features, his chest a relief map of hot flesh? How would it feel to run her hands through his hair, to smooth her palm across a cobra back covered with muscle, to possess him and have full access to touch and tease and enjoy him whenever she wanted?

Even better—to be wanted by a man like that? One who would burn for her, whose touch would be more sensual than sexual, more primal than functional, a man who couldn’t wait to be with her, to watch her, to touch her.

To own her. Not just her body, not just her sex, but her heart—mind—soul.

Another smile played at her lips, but this one was wistful. Sad. Yeah, right. Like that would ever happen.

A girl could dream, though.

And, apparently, she had.

Hefting herself up off the couch, she let herself indulge in a pity sigh, the kind that comes out in a long, slow, tortured outbreath with a little whine at the end.

The kind no one ever admits they do.

The closest she’d ever get to a man like the ones in the bachelor auction would be in her imagination. A shower was what she needed before she headed to work. A shower where her own hands could be those hands, the shower head could be the second set, and the hot water would help to wash away her tears.

And then she’d start the day fresh, clean, and mostly emptied of the memory of two men she didn’t even have the right to imagine would want her.

Yet she did.




Dylan

“How about this tie?” he called out to Mike, who was stirring something on the stove. The guy was so tall the steam from the pot wafted up, passing the oven hood, making the ends of Mike’s blonde hair curl slightly. He always looked like a gentle giant tending to a dollhouse stovetop when he cooked. 

Shirtless, wearing his firefighter uniform pants and suspenders, Dylan had found a red tuxedo bow tie that matched the stretched-out suspenders. He took a quick look at his own body, taut and muscular compared to Mike’s tall, lean look. They were opposites, but the laws of physics were right. 

Opposites attract.

Mike turned around and let out a choked sound of surprise. “Nice. Love it. You planning to oil up that chest?” His roommate turned back around and shook his head slowly. If Dylan weren’t as deeply amused by his own plight, he’d have thrown something at Mike, but he let out a strangled snort instead.

“Good idea. Baby oil or olive oil?”

“Shouldn’t the ‘Italian Stallion’ use olive oil to keep it all authentic? Mediterranean and all that?” Mike said, his back turned to Dylan, head hunched over a pot of something on the stove that smelled like heaven.

Dylan was really regretting the fact that he agreed to be in this bachelor date night auction event. All the money would go to charity, but...

He didn’t like feeling like an entree in a room full of hungry, rich women.

“What are you cooking?”

“Beef bourguignon. I got this great cooking wine from this wine dealer in Winchendon who sells Spanish and Portuguese wine—”

“It’s red. That’s all I need to know about wine.” Those words made Mike turn and give Dylan a look of mock hurt, his hand dropping the spoon and going to his heart, as if he’d been shot.

“Philistine.” A lover of good wines, Mike had dragged Dylan to more vineyards than Dylan could count. Seriously. He couldn’t count them because all that good wine had made him drunk, and once he was sloshed he couldn’t remember much. 

“Hipster.”

“Them’s fighting words,” Mike growled, making Dylan laugh with a sound that came out of him before he even thought about it. A sound that made Mike pause.

A genuine laugh.

Hadn’t heard much of that since their partner, Jill, had died more than a year ago.

His eyes caught Mike’s and in the space between them, in that second of connection he knew Mike was thinking the same thing, too. The soft smiles on their faces wore off like sand on a windy day, swept off by a sudden gust of wind, leaving a barren spot. 

“Huh,” Dylan grunted, breaking the gaze. He lifted the red bow tie and walked next to Mike, opening the cupboard above the stove. Mike reached first—the guy was more than half a foot taller, after all—and his big hand wrapped around the olive oil bottle.

“Here,” Mike said, back to one word utterances, eyes troubled and dark. Dylan took the bottle with a curt nod and ambled back to his bedroom, wondering how his life had devolved into this.

Half naked, a bottle of oil in his hand, and no woman.

He knew exactly how. That was the problem. 

Jill. 

His eyes moved slowly, crawling over the dresser, the end table, the big, wide bed. Dylan surveyed his desk and bookcase where pictures of her dotted the landscape like bright bursts of wildflowers, the only true color in the room, vibrant and achingly beautiful.

Reaching for a picture, he grabbed one of her and Mike at the summit of a ski trail in New Hampshire, goggles shoved on top of their heads, hair mussed and crazy, Mike’s eyes wild with fun and love. Jill’s mouth was open in a great, big smile, white teeth flashing, her cheeks ruddy with cold, hand splayed across Mike’s chest, covering the ski lift sticker. 

Her face was tipped up to look at him and Mike looked straight at the camera, as if he casually knew she was his—theirs—as if he didn’t need to give her a ten thousandth look of love in that moment, because the first ten thousand would be followed by a second ten thousand. And a third. And a fourth and more.

But no.

Finding Jill in the early years of college had been like living with one lung and not knowing it. She was his second lung, giving him oxygen and hope, deep breaths and contented sighs. Until he met her he hadn’t realized he could breathe deeply, could be himself with more acuity, could be fulfilled and complete.

They’d met in the dorms, Dylan a jock and an arrogant son of a bitch. Mike had met her within days, being Dylan’s roommate. He was so angry. So shy. So quiet it scared Jill, who had confided her feelings for Mike in hushed tones, expecting Dylan to be upset that she was falling for them both.

Both.

In that exact, frozen nanosecond of time something in him had unearthed, like a dormant seed given permission to sprout.

And just like that—in one breathy conversation—his life had come together.

The three of them had come together.

He could just breathe. And had, for more than a decade.

As he admired the photo, his eyes raked over her face, an ache in his chest tugging at each fiber of muscle in his heart. When she’d died last year after fighting the cancer that had won—the evil bastard—he’d gone back to living with one lung.

It made him gasp, breathlessly lurching through life as if someone had performed chest surgery on him, cracking his sternum with a bone saw, without anesthesia, ripping a part of him out, leaving him half alive. 

But he had no choice.

His finger traced the lines of her jaw in the picture, his desire rising up through the grief. Dead. She was dead. Ah, God, if only he could look at her one more time, show her with his eyes, his lips, his fingers, his soul, how love wasn’t enough for them all. Oh, how he would give every drop of it to her and walk around hollow for his remaining days to have that one, last look.

Last touch.

Last kiss.

His last kiss with Jill had been an afterthought as she lay in the hospital bed, the beeping machines turned off, her blood pooling where her body had touched the steel-framed bed, her body lifeless and Jill—what made up the real Jill—gone. Evacuated. Banished by the brutal finality of death, ravaged by mutating cancer cells that finally hogged all that was left of her. 

He’d pressed his lips to hers and the cooling flesh had not bothered him. He’d expected that.

What had bothered him most was that he’d not kissed her enough when she had been warm. responsive. Wanting.

Alive.

He set the picture down and as he reached for another, he caught a glimpse of himself in a door mirror and laughed, the sound rusty and creaky, like a snicker in church at a funeral, like a fart in the middle of prayer. 

Natural, but really unwanted.

Jill had been alive two years ago, though in the middle of chemo, when he offered himself as a “Date With a Hot Bachelor” for a local charity auction. She’d been the one to suggest he saunter down the runway wearing no shirt and half his firefighting uniform. 

If she were here right now, she’d go with him to the show. Her hands would be the ones spreading oil across his thick pecs, massaging his tight neck muscles, roaming over the broad, rolling hills and valleys of lats and triceps well-defined by work.

The thought made parts of him harden. Most of all, his heart, because he couldn’t continue to do this to himself. Torture himself. Make himself remember her.

Absent-minded and full of too many loose thoughts, he shook his head slightly to jostle himself out of it, hand holding the second picture. In it she was on the beach, wearing a smoking-hot bikini, hips jutting out and ribs a little too close to her skin. She was smiling, but he remembered that picture all too well. Jill had just been diagnosed and the chemo was ravaging her body. The doctors had given her a three week dose and sent her home. Told her to go and recover and have fun. 

Then come back for more.

They’d tried to surf that day, on a sunny Florida beach, but she’d been too tired. Mike and Dylan had paddled her out past the beach buoys, out where you could pretend no one else was around, and she’d tipped her pale face to the sun, worshipping the quiet. The waves had lapped at all three of them and Dylan felt a stabbing pain in his solar plexus at the memory.

It was the moment he’d realized this wasn’t going to end well.

His phone buzzed. The ringtone was from work. He was on call—no choice, had to answer. 

“Hey, dumbass. You coming in for staff meeting, or what?” Murphy from the station. Dylan’s fire chief was an uncompromising sonofabitch, but a softy, too. He’d been great through Jill’s death. At the fire station, his fellow brothers only knew her as his girlfriend. 

They just thought of Mike as a roommate.

Dylan never corrected them.

“Shit,” Dylan muttered. “I forgot.” Work first, then the auction tomorrow night. Right now, he was just doing a test run to make sure he had his look down pat. Years of modeling when he was younger had taught him to over-prepare. 

“You forget lots of things lately.”

“Like your face,” Dylan shot back, grabbing clean clothes from his drawers.

“Hah. I’d forget my face too, if I could. Just get your pretty little ass down here. Maybe you can prance down the runway for us after we take roll.” The guys knew he’d volunteered again for the bachelor auction and wouldn’t let up. Still shots from the video on YouTube the charity organizers had uploaded dotted the locker room at work, pictures of Dylan smiling a sexy smile, using his finger to lure the winner on stage, dipping her back for a saucy kiss. 

Someone had made a fake Dancing with the Stars poster and superimposed his face and red suspenders on it. Nice. Jill had found immense joy from that picture, and it pleased him now to remember how her laughter had pealed like church bells on the somber oncology ward, how the video of his antics made her day.

“I could teach you how, Murph,” he said after a long silence on the phone, shaking himself out of his memories. “You could surprise your wife. Give her the full monty.”

Murph let out a bellowing howl. “I walk into the bedroom half naked wearing my uniform pants, dancing like a stripper, my wife’s gonna think I overdosed on something from the police evidence room. Not get all ready for sex. Out—see ya in a few.” Click.

Dylan tossed the phone on the bed and sprinted to the bathroom, shower on and clothes off in seconds. If he’d learned nothing else in a decade or so of firefighting, it was how to take a one-minute shower.

He looked down as the water soaked him. Damn it. Hard as rock and pointing up with an accusing eye.

Make that a two minute shower. If he showed up at work with a boner like this he might as well paint it neon green and tie a red ribbon on it.

The second he touched himself his mind flashed—for the first time, ever—not to Jill, but to the mysterious woman in his dream last night.

Blond, wavy hair and creamy skin. That’s all he remembered. The warm, enveloping love of her touch, the air tinged with compassion and passion, too. With excitement and comfort and—everything.

But not Jill.

A few strokes and he was close, remembering how he’d nuzzled the woman’s neck, how Mike’s hand appeared across her generous ass, palms memorizing the planes of this new, unexplored, lush land.

Her breath had come out in little moans that—

And he was done. 

Spent. Like a thirteen-year-old boy with a lingerie catalog.

The rest of the shower went quickly, but his skin warmed at the thought of the dream woman. Something all-pervasive invaded his thoughts, his flesh, his sense of self. 

As he toweled off, he gave his mirror reflection a half smile. Maybe she was a manifestation of hope. If he wasn’t dreaming about Jill, finally, with every waking second he could spare, then perhaps the grief counselors at the oncology ward of the hospital had been right.

You really do move on. Eventually. And you can find love again, too.

He threw on an old Star Wars t-shirt and jeans, stuffing his feet in brown loafers, hair still wet as he marched into the kitchen, grabbed a bottled water and an apple, and snaked his keys off the hook next to the door.

“Where are you going?” Mike asked, incredulous, as Dylan snapped the front door open with ruthless efficiency.

“Work.” He had to get out, get away, go do something with people who didn’t look at him with the kind of pain Mike carried in his eyes nonstop. Rescuing people from fires, working on car accident victims, helping old ladies with chest pain was better than this. 

God, that made him feel like a jackass.

But it was true.

* * *

“We gotta do something, man. We’re not cut out to live the rest of our lives as monks,” Dylan said, opening up his laptop and plunking down on the couch next to Mike. Dinner had been reheated beef stew Mike had made yesterday. They both had cracked open beers -- and they’d need them for what Dylan had planned. 

One of the finer points of getting a ton of money this year had been upgrading from a laptop that was heavier than a semi-truck’s wheel. The sleek, slim computer made him feel guilty. The money came from Jill. From her death. From her secret.

But damn if it didn’t make life a lot easier.

“I’m perfectly happy living like a monk,” Mike said, eyes glued to the television. Dylan looked at the screen. Some nature bullshit show. How much did they really need to learn about the mating habits of some Australian fish? 

They the had mating habits of the North American Male Human to worry about.

“We need to do something, Mike. Anything. I’ve gone out on a few dates, at least.” 

“Yeah. I know. You’re ready and I’m not. Now be quiet so I can concentrate.”

Dylan peered at the television. “Dude, they’re showing footage of a fish’s erection. If that’s your idea of porn these days, you are way more desperate than I am. At least I look at human genitals.”

Mike snorted and clicked the television off. He turned to Dylan. The guy was scruffy. Three days of growth on his face, the same t-shirt Dylan saw him wearing...three days ago, and a stinky funk that made him wonder.

“Have you gone running in those clothes?” he asked, afraid of the answer. He really hoped that crusty look to the shorts was from sweat. 

“Sure,” Mike said with a shrug. “Why?” 

“You’ve gone running and then you didn’t bother to shower?”

“No time.” Mike’s answers were turning into two word utterances. Uh oh. Dylan knew what that meant.

“No time?” Dylan made a derisive noise as he focused his attention on the laptop, navigating to the online dating site he’d picked out for both of them. “You’re a ski instructor. It’s July. If there’s ever time to take a shower, now is it.”

“Shut up.”

That was a definitive two-word answer, wasn’t it? Dylan opened the profile he’d started for Mike the other day and shoved the laptop screen in his partner’s face. “Here.”

“What’s this?”

“Your dating profile.”

“My what?”

“You heard me. Unless there’s so much dirt built up in your ears that you can’t hear.”

“Fuck you.”

That was two words, too.

Mike snapped the laptop shut. “Not now,” he said, walking out of the living room.

“Where are you going?” Dylan watched as Mike peeled his shirt off, his bare back visible before he turned and walked into the bathroom.

“Shower.” Slam! The bathroom door shut with a violent shudder.

“Fuuuuck,” Dylan hissed under his breath. At least he got Mike to take care of basic hygiene. These two off-seasons since Jill had died were miserable for Mike. Snow meant he kept busy. Nice weather meant he sulked and moped around the house watching nature shows and running constantly.

Dylan opened the laptop and pondered the profile.

What if he just...submitted it? Mike wouldn’t need to know unless someone contacted him, right? Checking out the online dating site’s settings, he realized he could configure the ad so Mike never got an email. All his contact would be through the online dating site, via private message.

Dylan had to do something. Mike was suffering. No amount of meditation or running was going to drag Mike out of this dark place. And, since Dylan was his partner and along for the ride for life, whatever emotional dungeon Mike lived in, Dylan visited heavily, too. 

He wasn’t being selfish trying to get them back into the dating game, to find their third partner. He was being realistic. Life couldn’t go on like this.

No matter how much they both missed Jill.

* * *

Oh, God, her mouth was like fire and ice, warm heat and slickness as it left his eager lips, kissing down the hollows of his neck, sucking each nipple with a teasing intensity. Her hands skimmed the contours of his arms, muscles swollen from need. As she left a wet trail that journeyed down, down, down she blew lightly in his wet, used skin, making him groan. 

Her long, curly hair was like an afterthought, trailing behind her as she lavished luxurious attention on his skin. It caught in the wetness, slipped between his torso and arms, tickled his cock as finally, mercifully, her mouth took him in, half-hard and in full need of her.

Her.

She didn’t have a name, but oh, did she have a grin. A touch. A taste about her that made Dylan sure this wasn’t just a dream. He swallowed, the tight keening of his cock alleviated by her singular attention. She moved like beauty in pure form, her hand grasping the base of him, pulling up and stroking, lubing the shaft as needed. Engulfing him with her soul—via her mouth and throat—she ministered to his every wish.

The sex was infused with a wholeness, a gentle, tender feeling of being loved. This was what he craved, and before he could come from her mouth he pulled her off, flipping her with a commanding movement, mouth raking over her lips, sucking and biting as she widened her legs for him, the tip of his entire self resting at the entrance of her.

“I love this. I love you,” she whispered as he drove inside her, the warm, soft place making him groan. She was his love, his life, his erotic end to what felt like an eternal journey, and as he rode her, twisting her hair in his fists, watching her mouth open in ecstasy, he rippled with pleasure, pouring his seed into her as she clenched around him, milking him, urging him on.

She touched herself, gentle circles of movement that elicited aftershocks in her, the rhythmic pulse of her mini-climaxes like a heartbeat they shared. As they waned, she moved her arms around him, hands splayed on the expanse of his back, short fingernails digging in slightly.

He rolled off and she snuggled against him, both breathing hard into the air, a warm flush covering him from head to toe.

 

And then, blissful sleep took over, a slumber within a dream, as Dylan experienced the first good night’s sleep in eighteen months, completely unaware that the woman he’d just made love with had never been in his bed.

Only in his head.




Mike

Running a 10K was a lot like just ordering an appetizer plate for lunch. It was enough to make the gnawing need inside you stop, but not nearly satisfying. He’d entered this race to please one of his coworkers, whose daughter had the disease that this charity was raising money for, and Mike felt bad. Plus, it was the off season. Might as well meet up with his running friends and have a quickie.

The only quickie he’d had in forever...

A smattering of texts later and he found his running club, a group of guys all lean and lanky like him who were less a “club” and more just a bunch of individuals too socially stunted to do more than run together and—on rare occasions, now that more of the guys had kids—grab a smoothie after. No beer for this crowd. Everyone ate clean, lived clean, and focused on purifying the soul by keeping the body as whole and energized as possible.

They were kind of boring, now that he thought about it.

So are you, Dylan’s voice whispered in his head as the race began and the throng of runners shuffled out of the starting line. Being part of a mega-organism made up of individuals was exactly what Mike needed right now. No thoughts. No feelings. No decisions. No deliberations.  

Just the thump-thump, thump-thump of rubber soles on concrete and the unremitting thousand-mile stare of the six-plus miles ahead of him that he could whip off in under half an hour. 

Blissfully not thinking.

Or feeling.

Or so he told himself. Jill used to run with him, more often than not. It was how they bonded without talking, without the endless babble of words that never seemed to come close to explaining how his soul screamed into the void of the world. Mike wasn’t good with words. He expressed himself in movement. Acts of kindness and love. In deliberation and in being a presence, someone who was just there when you needed them.

For most people, that wasn’t enough. Being there was inadequate. Then again, most people were never fully present. In the rush rush rush of daily life, where being busy was like a badge to shine every day, Mike’s friends and acquaintances seemed to consider his silence to be a deficit, as if he were somehow lesser because he didn’t express himself the same way they did.

On the slopes, in a race, though—and he sang. Motion was his language, and as the runners thinned out, each taking the pace they had decided for themselves, he pulled away from the pack. In any given race he would start out strong, trying to meter out his body’s reserves but failing. Impulse control with the blood pounding through him and the heady rush of endorphins was damn near impossible. 

He’d pull back only later, when it was clear he needed to, and even then it would be a grudging acknowledgement that being the size of a small telephone pole meant other runners were faster. Built for this. He wasn’t.

In body, at least. In spirit, he was the king.

Intrusive thoughts slammed through his mind as he ran, images of Jill as she sat in the oncologist’s office, flanked by him and Dylan, the news indescribably bad. How she’d sobbed into his chest until his t-shirt was so soaked a tiny cut on his chest had burned from the salt of her tears. Her call to her parents, gut-wrenchingly real, and their desire that she fly home and let them find the best specialists in the world. The moment her hair began to fall out and how she’d shaved it, laughing as long strands of  hair had fallen to the floor like autumn leaves. 

How he’d shaved his head in solidarity, Dylan unable to join him because of a modeling contract. How Mike had felt a bond there with Jill, his head a big fucking dare to the world.

Don’t say a word.

Not one fucking word.

Something close to tears threatened to pour out of the back of his throat, thick and viscous, not quite salty. Like vinegar, it left a bitter taste, like words he’d swallowed over the years coming back to life, tickling and teasing, tormenting and taking over.

“You okay?” a runner to his right grunted, not breaking pace. “Get an orange.” Shelly. That was Shelly from work, one of the young women who worked at the resort’s offices. He’d forgotten she said she was running here. A sprinkling of people from the ski resort where he worked as a ski instructor were here, unidentifiable right now in the mass of the crowd. 

Orange. His stomach growled at the thought, steady and solid. Food. Calories. Liquids. Hydration. The body was an amazing thing, really. While his mind was damn near impossible to tame, wild and wry, wily and weird, his body was a haven. Try as he may, he couldn’t fool it. Wiser than the mind, the body knew exactly when to complain, when to boycott, when to insist. 

A volunteer stepped forward with a quarter of an orange in a wax-covered cup, his hands grasping it hard, other hand waved in a lame attempt at a “thank you.” He shoved the flesh of the juicy citrus against his parched tongue, reveling in the sinfully sweet burst of flavor, the sheer fact that something so tasty even existed like rocket fuel for his legs. 

He’d finish the race in a half hour or so, the run so fast he couldn’t even go into the alternate mind. That was a place he journeyed to only through the numbing of everything, the shutting out of the painful world.  

“Hey, you okay?” The breathless words cut through him like a razor blade as he jerked his head to the left, following the sound. Shelly, the red-headed girl from the office again. He used “girl” in the most appropriate way; if she was eighteen he’d be surprised, and she acted like a tomboy.

“Why?” he asked, confused and suddenly self-conscious. The feeling was all wrong. When he ran, he blended into the world, becoming part of it for once. Feeling like an outsider every waking minute was exhausting. Meeting Jill and Dylan had put an end to some of that, and Jill’s death brought so much of it back.

“You’re crying,” she said with a shrug, pulling back slightly as she struggled to match his pace.

He reached up and felt the tears, though he didn’t understand why Shelly assumed he was crying. Sweat mingled with the tears to make all the wetness seem the same. 

“And who’s Jill?” she grunted, making Mike stumble slightly, his calf muscles screaming as he righted himself, finding balance once more. His center of gravity felt so out of kilter that his vision swam slightly.

“Jill? Why?”

“You’re repeating her name over and over,” Shelly called forward as Mike’s legs turned into rubber, his mind going completely still as her statement sank in. The echo of Jill’s name had, indeed, become a sonorous loop in his mind, but had his obsession and grief gone so far as to manifest it as a chant he said aloud as he ran in a gigantic group? 

Legs stretching, he swallowed the ground whole with strides that were three times the length of Shelly’s as he pulled away and finished the course with a completely empty mind. Barren. Desolate. As wiped clear of any semblance of the person “Mike” who inhabited his body as Jill’s corporeal form had been wiped of her soul the day she died.

Spectators cheered on the tunnel-like sidelines as he reached the finish line, and then Mike just kept running, four more miles through the city, all the way to the parking garage where his Jeep sat waiting for him.

By the time he got there, he had no more tears.

* * *

“I’m only here because Dylan insisted,” Mike ground out, sitting on the red velour chair surrounded by tiny throw pillows that made up the rainbow if he sorted them in order.

He did not.

Never had.

Dr. Harr was a kindly looking woman who looked a bit like Michelle Obama, though her hair, pulled back in a fierce and always-tidy bun, was streaked with white. Her face was impassive, with a high forehead and strong cheekbones. Eyes that flickered with strength and intelligence peered at him through fashionable glasses.

Her office was primary colors and light, all glass and spider plants. His fingers picked at the quilted pillow next to him. He’d cried into this very pillow.

Dr. Harr was the psychotherapist Jill’s oncology nurse had referred him to as Jill’s death became imminent. He’d seen the psychologist for twelve sessions, declared himself cured, and had carefully avoided all thoughts of being in this room, an expansive office at the top of an old mansion in Harvard Square, her view of the Charles River both breathtaking and daunting.

Just like Dr. Harr.

“Is it important that I know that?” Dr. Harr asked, eyes blinking slowly, like an owl’s.

“What?”

“I am assuming that you find that detail important. Is it important?”

Mike was nonplussed, but scrambled internally not to show it. “No.”

“Then why lead with it?”

“I don’t know.” Those three words bedeviled him, because while they were absolutely correct—his internal emotional state was one he simply could not understand, no matter how hard he tried—he knew they were inadequate. Unfair, even. People had asked him his entire life to describe what he felt, and when he tried, it was like trying to explain how it felt to watch a beautiful sunrise, or to have a knife slice through your thumb, or to watch your best friend score a touchdown.

Describing a feeling seemed as stupid as asking Mike to give birth to a baby.

It defied nature.

His nature.

She smiled, a crooked grin with arched eyebrows that he could not help but match. He had four sessions approved by his insurance company and he’d spent fifteen minutes of this one just staring out the window over her shoulder.

What a waste of—

Money.

His flat palm curled into a fist full of yellow cloth, the pillow becoming the size of a cantaloupe in his hand.

Dr. Harr’s smile faded, her face impassive as she looked at it. “Tell me what that hand is doing,” she said, a gentle nod added for emphasis.

He dropped his head and stared at his own fingers as if they were on another person’s body.

Jill Jill Jill. Her name whipped through his mind like a ceiling fan set to triple time, whirring and spinning around and around and around, the grief so intense he thought it would break away and carry him off on the wind.

“Grief,” he said, his voice a croak. He had to say something, right? That’s why he was here, in a therapist’s office. To talk. To mourn. 

Supposedly, to heal.

“Your hand is expressing grief.” She often did this, repeating what he’d said, confirming. It was probably some psychologist’s trick. Most of the time, it worked, cracking him open just enough to see what was inside. Hiding from her was never his goal. Mike wouldn’t be here if he didn’t want to be, and his earlier statement that he was only there because of Dylan wasn’t really true. 

Dr. Harr was right. It wasn’t important, what he’d said when he walked in. Because it wasn’t true.

His fingertips were going cold from the iron vise grip he had on the pillow.

He blinked, his face a mask, but the emotion infused his voice. “Anger. Anger, too.” 

More like rage. He couldn’t bring himself to say that word, though. That word was a betrayal.

Dr. Harr nodded, the skin under her eyes tucking up a bit, compassion radiating back at him. “We’ve talked about the anger before, Mike. You know it’s perfectly normal. When you lose a life partner, all of the feelings are yours.”

“Dylan’s not angry.”

“Are you still comparing yourself to Dylan?” Three entire sessions last year had been devoted to Mike’s reactions to Dylan’s reactions, most involving jealousy that Dylan seemed to function like a normal, grief-stricken human being should. Neither of them had been open with anyone in their lives except their families about the threesome. Mike’s family had rejected him—quite violently—while Dylan’s family had chosen a path that involved pretending Dylan hadn’t said what he said. Mike was treated like a roommate, Jill like Dylan’s girlfriend, and their triad—poof!—just didn’t exist.

Like Jill now.

How convenient.

Lately, Dylan had begun looking at women again. Dated one or two. Whether he had sex with them or not was none of Mike’s business, and Dylan hadn’t brought anyone home to their apartment. Thank God.

Mike wasn’t sure his anger would handle that.

“You’re angry Jill died.”

“Yes.”

“When the word money came up earlier—”

Clench. His hand squashed the pillow. Dr. Harr’s eyes were on it, then looked at Mike.

“Money. What is it about money and your fist?” she asked, a faint look of puzzlement clouding her eyes.

Damn it. Should he tell her? Neither he nor Dylan had said a word to anyone, had only talked about the money with Jill’s family lawyer. The topic was more taboo than anything he’d ever experienced, more radioactive, even, than...

Being in a permanent threesome.

Two billion dollars. The words stuck in his throat, a mixture of excitement, horror, pressure, anger, and—rage. All wrapped up in twenty million one-hundred-dollar bills.

“I—”

“Are you having financial problems?” Dr. Harr asked, jumping to the obvious conclusion. “Many partners do after losing a loved one. We create dynamics in our financial lives where we intertwine—”

He snorted, tossing the pillow onto the small chair across from him. “Intertwined? Jill kept everything separate. A little too separate,” he said with a near growl.

A lot too separate.

Two deep lines formed in the space between the doctor’s eyes as she frowned, clearly struggling to understand. Join the club, lady, he thought. Join the fucking club.

“When you say ‘separate,’ what do you mean?” 

Mike looked around the room, eyes pausing on ten or twelve items, taking them in, as if in a meditative state. A small, brass elephant. A spider plant that carried across a fifteen-foot archway in the middle of the room. A stained glass panel at the top of the large picture window, hues of purple and adobe giving the room’s light an ethereal appearance. As he stopped and observed, paused and noted, he found the whirling dervish inside himself calming just enough to say:

“She turns out to be something we didn’t know.”

“What was that?” 

He shook his head quickly, like making a fly move away. The words caught in his throat, stuck there forever, a seed that could never crack open enough for a small tendril to make its way to the light.

His long, runner’s legs bent before him, knees high, legs splayed out, hands now planted on his knees as if he were about to stand and walk out the door, run run run and stop thinking about Jill Jill Jill.

Damn it.

She would follow him, wouldn’t she? Can’t run away from her. Can never run away from the fact that she lied.

Lied.

“She lied,” he hissed, the words like air from an over-inflated balloon.

Dr. Harr just nodded, as if she understood. Did she? Did she know how it felt to waken with a gaping, sucking chest wound where your heart was supposed to be? How many holes he’d poked in the wall by slamming his fist against his headboard so many times that the thick wood itself sported a hairline crack, right down the middle? How Dylan slept in his own bedroom now because Mike’s dreams were always of combat, of fighting an evil that tried to kill Jill, and that Dylan had woken more than once to find Mike staring at him with a look of murderous rage?

Dr. Harr knew all of those facts.

But she couldn’t feel Mike’s pain.

And now, the dreams had changed, visions of a new woman implanted in his subconscious, the sense of Jill’s betrayal overwhelmed by soft curves, a sweet, hesitant voice, and moans of pleasure that whispered his name.

“Damn it,” he whispered through tears he fought so hard to keep back. Anger was easier than pain.

Pain was easier than heartbreak.

“What did she lie about, Mike?” Dr. Harr leaned forward, her head tilted to the side slightly, her face encouraging, chin bobbing slightly as if to say yes. Yes. You’re safe here. You can say it.

“She lied about who she was.”

“And you learned the truth after her death?” 

“Yes.”

“And this is the source of your anger.” The doctor said it as a statement. Not a question.

“Yes.” He knew he should say more than just one word, but he couldn’t. He didn’t have any more words now. The words were sweating out of him, sticking to the surface of his skin, coming out in the clench of his muscles, the twitches in his calves, the pull of tendons and sinew against bone as his body sat in this chair. 

Dr. Harr paused, deep in thought, considering Mike like one would study a painting at the Museum of Fine Arts. Then she peered at him with eyes that pierced his soul and said:

“Does knowing what you know change Jill herself? Is she a fundamentally different person?”

In $2.2 billion ways, he thought. Mike closed his eyes and envisioned Jill. Opening a Christmas gift the first year the three of them lived together, Mike and Dylan so broke they went in on the set of audio CDs of the Harry Potter series she’d desperately wanted. Another memory: tent camping in West Virginia on parts of the Appalachian Trail, down to their last few dollars and supplementing with wild edibles just to have enough money for beer when they found a bar.

How the ultra-chic apartment they’d moved into years ago had seemed so cheap. Jill collected the rent and told them she’d just handle the bills.

Lies. All of it, lies.

“She was an heiress,” he said softly, the memories turning around in his head, as if viewed through a kaleidoscope. His words marched out of his mouth in a neat, orderly line, as if reporting for duty. “She left me and Dylan a trust fund worth a combined $2.2 billion.”

Dr. Harr’s eyes widened slightly but went back to normal so fast Mike almost didn’t catch the reaction.

Almost.

“And all those years we never knew. All those years she pretended to be someone she wasn’t. Who does that to a person? To two people? We were a threesome. She deceived me and Dylan,” Mike said with a choking sound at the end. 

Dr. Harr sniffed slightly, nodding to herself. Warm, bright brown eyes met his. “Someone who was deeply complicated.”

“Conflicted, you mean,” Mike said. A deep weariness settled into his bones, making him feel like cement and steel in human form. The relief in him was clear: he’d finally told someone about Jill.

Too bad he only had three more sessions covered by insurance.

He clapped his palm against his forehead and began to laugh.

“Mike?” Dr. Harr asked, brows knitted in curiosity.

“I—insurance,” he said, gasping. “I was just thinking,” he said through a chuckle, “that insurance only covers four visits.”

“I can submit for approval for...” Her voice dropped off. She got it.

“Right.” He made a low, mirth-free laugh. “I don’t have to worry about it. Jill’s death changed my life in more ways than one. I can afford all the sessions I want, to talk about how everything I knew about her was a lie.”

Dr. Harr inhaled slowly, biting her upper lip, clearly thinking through her next words.

Then she nodded, her chin moving up and down like molasses, a rhythmic movement that mesmerized Mike.

“It’s important for you to understand why Jill kept this information from you.” Her eyes remained focused on him.

“Yes.”

“Why?”

He let a puff of air escape and just shook his head sadly.

“That, Dr. Harr, is what I don’t know.”

“It’s why you’re here,” she said. Not asked -- said.

“Yes.”

Dr. Harr thought for a moment, then asked, “Her motivations can’t be known by anyone now that she’s gone.” It came out with a compassionate tone but Mike heard the warning in her words.

“I know,” he said with bitterness. “But I’m stuck trying. Jill didn’t give me a choice.”

“You always have a choice.” 

Mike really wished that were true.

 

* * *

Dr. Harr had listened to him rant about how Dylan pushed him to sign up for this stupid online dating site. While Dylan pulled a twenty-four-hour shift, Mike had the apartment to himself.

It felt like an echo chamber, his own grief becoming a sound that pinged off the walls over and over, like a ricochet of agony.

Yep. Dylan was right.

He had to do something.

With a resigned sigh, he opened the laptop and navigated to the dating site Dylan had shown him. Logged in.

And discovered sixty-seven messages for him.

What.

The.

Fuck?

Sixty-seven messages of what?

It only took reading three or four messages for Mike to figure it out. Dylan had submitted a profile for him without saying a word, and the messages were from women looking for someone to date.

A few of the women were drop dead gorgeous. A little too beautiful to be true. Some were from other countries, clearly seeking a green card marriage. A few looked a little too much like his mom to be of interest.

He read the messages with a strange sort of detachment, as if he were picking out the right cantaloupe at the store, assessing the perfect qualities before committing to one and taking it home, luscious and ripe.

Not that he thought about women that way. Or men. Or human beings, period. His head hurt, suddenly, and his feet began to twitch. This was precisely why he hated Jill so much.

Hated her for dying on him.

The thought made him sit up in shock. He didn’t hate Jill.

He loved Jill. Loved her with an intensity so strong it burned bright even now, a year and a half after he’d last heard her voice, kissed her warm lips, been looked at with so much love in those eyes that he felt complete.

That’s what he missed. Being loved by her. Being able to love her. Having it all be so seamless. The thought of going out into the crazy dating scene and finding another woman made him go half-mad, because if hell is other people, then the devil has a lot of fun with dating profiles and awkward first dates.

He closed the laptop. Later, when Dylan was home and rested, he’d chew him out. Right now, the entire process exhausted him. Thinking about being with another woman—any woman other than Jill—made his insides twist into a Möbius strip. 

Bed. He needed to sleep. The oblivion of it was a welcome balm, and as he faded out he was grateful for an empty mind and a resting body. 

At least the sorrow in his dreams didn’t follow him in real life.

* * *

Her heat was so soothing, the spread of silky skin along the length of his oversized body a blanket he could wear forever. She inhaled, then exhaled, a tiny sound of contentment coming from her, so cute it made him chuckle. 

The sun peeked its rays into the room as it cracked its eyes open and began its morning routine, sunrise beginning. In the strange morning half-light, he watched her hair glisten like honey mixed with cream. His arm was around her and she nestled her cheek into his pecs, the feel of soft, pliant flesh against his own marbled body such a welcome contrast that he needed to feel more.

The steady march of his palm down her ribs, cupping her breast, made her sigh, a sound of encouragement all he needed. He moved his arm and pulled her onto him, her thigh bending just so and then, with a pleasant twist, he was in her.

Or, rather, she was on him. Straightening up, her eyes sleepy and unfocused, she placed her hands on his shoulders and sank down completely, the feeling of encasement by her warm core the closest he could ever come to nirvana. 

This unexpected morning delight gave him an unfettered view of her body, the heavy, round breasts with pert nipples, the loose, disheveled hair still tangled from last night’s lovemaking. Her mouth stretched into an O of concentration, her own orgasm closer than his. He watched her, feeling blessed that she would offer him this glimpse of her sexual soul. 

He began the slow, languid movement of his hips, thrusting up into her to find the sweet spot that would make her tighten, entice her to cry out, strip her of all control until she shuddered wildly. Each thrust up made her thighs clench his hips, and his hand reached up to take one nipple between his fingers, the other slipping between them as he—

Mike awoke with a start, cock at full mast and his heart slapping his ribs so hard it was like being spanked, a sob in his throat as he looked around the room, frantically grabbing the sheets to see what had happened to her. She was just here. Just here. Where did she go?

His head swiveled left and right, eyes adjusting in the early morning light , the sooty grey of the room too dim. Sweat covered him and he chilled instantly, gooseflesh exploding on every inch of exposed skin.

Reality sank in.

She wasn’t real.

She was just a dream.

No. Impossible. He could feel her on his skin. His cock was wet from her juices, his hand poking under the covers to touch it, finding only his own wetness there. He could still smell her, the scent fruity with a touch of cinnamon and musk, her hair in his eyes, chafing against his chest.

No matter how hard he tried to make her real, though, the empty bedroom was testimony to the folly.

Dreams were where he saw her. Not in his arms, but in his subconscious.

Mike closed his eyes, willing himself to conjure her taste, her touch, how she looked, but the senses disappointed him as it all faded. Every bit of it, leaving only one final feeling:

Despair.

For a few shining moments in REM sleep he’d been blissfully wanted, stroked, tasted and loved.

And the dream woman wasn’t Jill.




Laura

His eyes met hers and she melted inside, as if he’d sent heat through her with the specific purpose of making her bones soft and pliant, as warm as her flesh. 

Being asked to fuck a man made her heart pound in her ears so hard she wasn’t sure she heard him right. While both men could be dominant, and demanding in bed, the blonde one wasn’t the type to—

Slam her against the shower wall and grab her with such force, fingers everywhere like tentacles, and kiss the breath out of her until her lips felt bruised and bitten, taken and defiled, leaving her heart and clit throbbing in unison, her hips dipping into his thigh, the sound of his ragged breath setting her on fire.

He was everywhere suddenly, all flame and rush, eager need replacing intimate love for this moment. If this were all she had with him it would be too much and too little, too rough and too angry. But right this moment, with her mind like cotton and the tightening noose of fear making it harder and harder to pretend she remembered how to breathe, what she needed, and didn’t realize it was this.

Animal.

Pure sex.

“Fuck me until I can’t think straight,” she whispered against the crush of muscle and bone, the play of fingers on her hip, gripping with the intensity of someone drowning. The scratch of day-old stubble on a cut jaw awakened a deeper primal sense in her as he dragged his face down her neck, over her breast, mouth making a trail—no, bulldozing a culvert—down her belly until his tongue burrowed to find her, fingers parting her lips, mouth sucking as she arched into the water’s spray. 

Her hips smashed into his face, ass encased by his palms, fingers clawing her like he was holding on for dear life.

A nudge. A not-so-gentle push against her back and suddenly, she wasn’t just leaning against the tiled wall for support.

The wall had become a man’s well-muscled chest. Dark hair, now wet and sleek, tickled her shoulder, her neck straining as she turned to see his face, but the steam in the shower obscured everything but touch. 

And taste.

Firm, guiding hands bent her slightly, and down, the push of a rock-hard cock against the cleft of her ass sending delicious tingles up and down her body, all radiating out from her clit. Which was, currently, being teased and tortured by the other man’s mouth.

“You’re so beautiful,” the dark-haired man said in a voice that could have been any man’s, but that spoke only to her. His hands moved under her, holding the fullness of one pendulous breast as he used one knee to push between her legs, encouraging her to widen them.

Oh.

Now she understood, the flush of heat and forbidden desire pushing all the blood in her body to her skin.

He wanted...that.

She did, too, as the climax that she’d held at bay took over her body from the mere thought of being entered from behind—of anal play—of risqué sensuality and the promise of openness without judgment took her over the edge. One, then two fingers slid inside her clenched, hot walls as the man behind her pulled back, stroking himself once, twice, the push of his movement against her ass confusing as she exploded into her own orgasm, realizing on the edge of sanity that he was lubricating what was about to come. 

At the moment, what was coming was her. The mere thought, though, of being entered by him took her—

Beep! Beep! Beep!

“ARGH!” she screamed, three cats sprinting off her bed in three different directions, her alarm clock wailing like a chaperone at a high school dance, forcing horny kids apart. 

Laura’s body trembled, the sheets slightly damp where her thighs rested against them, and if her clit throbbed any harder she could be a beacon for a lighthouse, renting out the little nub of skin along the eastern shore.

Worst—her phone’s alarm clock function was particularly hard to turn off (probably designed by perfectly reasonable engineers who did that so you wouldn’t zonk back out again, but right now she wanted to kill those guys), so she spent a frustrating ninety seconds screaming at an impassive glass screen while her cats hissed and sphfffted and made a racket at the indignity of being chased off their comfortable bed by a madwoman.

A madwoman who had an 8:30 a.m. staff meeting. Who in the hell scheduled staff meetings for 8:30 a.m. on a Monday?

Laura’s boss. That’s who.

She was still holding her phone in her hand, staring stupidly at the 6:11 a.m. on the display, when her phone buzzed with a text notification.

Coming off shift and want something hot and sweet. Thought of you.

She rolled her eyes and typed back:

A coffee booty call? Seriously? 

While Laura’s half-smile and eye roll made her mood lighten slightly, her heart still pounded in her chest from her dream. 

This text wasn’t from a hot man, half of the duo she’d been sleeping with in her (wet) dreams. As Miss Daisy climbed back on the bed and gave Laura an aloof look, pawing her comforter to get it just right before settling into a curled lump of fur, Laura read the incoming text.

I love you a latte, but not enough to sleep with you. Only if caffeine deprivation were critical.

Ha ha. She smiled and typed back:

Get over here and I’ll make a pot right now.

One letter was the response:

K

Her best friend, Josie Mendham, was on her way, and that meant a morning of yappy-yap-yap talking, sarcasm so thick you needed a honey stirrer for it, and a series of complaints about Laura’s shyness when it came to dating. Josie worked weird nurse’s hours and often showed up as Laura was getting out of bed.

Sometimes, weeks went by and this was the only time Laura saw her, so she was grateful for any time from Josie, especially since Ryan.

Laura didn’t want to talk about Ryan. Didn’t want to think about Ryan. Wished a small building would be struck by lightning, crack in half, and fall on top of Ryan. 

Wow. She hadn’t really gotten over Ryan, now, had she?

Throwing the covers off her, the shock of cold air made the slightly wet spot under her ass a lot more prominent. Those men. The men in her dream—now that is who she wanted to think about. Not the last guy she dated, the one who lied to her and turned out to be married....

Guys in dreams were never married. They weren’t assholes. They didn’t stick you with the check for dinner because “I only have an American Express card and they take Visa here,” or give you a pained expression when you ordered the wrong wine, or put you down in tiny ways to make themselves feel better, or—

Lie about being married.

No. Men in dreams were all about you. The way life should be, right? As Laura dragged herself across her small apartment and set up the coffee machine, she yawned, stretching her tired arms to the ceiling, standing on tiptoe, body pulled like taffy toward the sky.

“Meow.” Snuggles registered the latest complaint from The Feline Brigade.

“You’re next,” Laura insisted, reaching for the cat food in the cupboard next to the sink. “As if you don’t know you’re my real bosses,” she added.

Snuggles appeared to smile.

“I’m talking to my cats,” Laura muttered. “Even if I ever find Mr. Right, he’ll think I’m crazy, because I talk to my cats. Hell—I am crazy. Crazy to think I’ll ever find a guy like...” She sighed.

Like him.

Which him?

Laura laughed as she walked back into her bedroom and grabbed her bra and panties. Looking in her closet, she paused. What to wear? Her business wardrobe was about what you’d expect for a twentysomething financial analyst, which meant staid. Boring. Suits and shells and skirts with hose, modest heels. A look cultivated to be invisible but trustworthy.

She loved her job. Liked the sameness of it. How she could walk into the office carrying her cup of coffee, sit at her desk, log in to email and feel like she was important. Like what she did mattered, even if it was answering emails, completing a technical specifications document, or finding an error in a business process. Even meetings made her feel like she was productive.

Well, most meetings. Definitely not the ones scheduled for 8:30 a.m. on a Monday, though.

Hopping into the shower, she took a quick one, knowing Josie would be here soon. Though parts of her body hummed and twitched, they weren’t getting any attention from her right now. Five minutes later she jumped out, dried off, and was dressed, combing out her hair and braiding it absent-mindedly.

Bzzz.

Josie was here.

“You!” her friend shouted as she stormed through the door, headed straight for the kitchen. “You had better have caffeine!”

“How in the hell do you drink caffeine at the end of a work shift?” Laura asked, knowing the answer.

“With my mouth.”

Laura sat at the table with her cup of coffee while Josie prepared hers. The two women were about as different as could be. Where Laura was light and fair, Josie was darker, with pale skin and sharp eyes. Curves and softness abounded in Laura, whose long, curly blonde hair and bright green eyes radiated a gentle Barbie look. Josie, meanwhile, was rail thin, with a slightly pinched look that came from a general distrust of the world.

Both were fiercely loyal to each other, though, and as Josie sat down and sipped carefully, Laura was surprised to find herself deeply relieved to have company that wasn’t feline.

“You look like a bus hit you in your dreams,” Josie declared.

“Something like that,” Laura muttered, drinking so she wouldn’t have to talk.

“You want to talk about it?”

Laura waved her hand dismissively. “Same old same old. No boyfriend, unlucky in love, who would ever want me, might as well become a cat lady.” She looked pointedly at Josie. “You know the drill.”

A long, sad sigh poured out of Josie. “Yeah, I know. My own cats are at home eating anything they can out of sheer starvation. I had to work twelve hours. If I stay here much longer, they’ll break into my nightstand and start eating my lube.”

“That’s disgusting.”

“I know, right? Cat hair in your lube.” Josie shuddered.

“That’s not what I meant,” Laura said flatly. “And eww...you have the most bizarre mind. I’m sitting here worried about living the next six decades of my life without love, and you’re worried about your cats drinking your Astroglide? You’re so...romantic.”

“Practical.”

“Weird.”

Josie lifted her half-full mug in a toast. As Laura banged her mug against her friend’s, Josie said, “To truth.”

“To love.”

“To getting laid,” Josie countered.

Laura could drink to that. And did, finishing her coffee with one eye on the clock. She had about five more minutes before she needed to head out the door for the train ride into Boston.  

After checking the cats’ food and water dishes, she turned to Josie and said, “You ever have dreams so vivid it’s like you can feel them, even after you’re awake?”

“Only when I took a hit of acid back in college.” Josie squinted at her. “Why? You dropping acid before bed?”

Laura shot her a smirk. “The only drug I use is right there,” she answered, pointing to the coffee maker.

“Yeah. Me too,” Josie said with a sigh. “When did we become so boring?”

“When we became grownups.”

Josie’s eyebrows went to her hairline, eyes full of mischief. “You may be a grownup, but no one in their right mind would ever call me a grownup.”

“You’re a registered nurse who works on complex research cases, Josie. They don’t hire children to do that.”

Josie snorted. “You obviously haven’t spent enough time in hospitals. Surgeons are just emotional teenagers with the pressure of life on their hands in the operating room. Orthopedists are bone crunchers who look at a dislocated shoulder like a kid looks at a roller coaster. We’re all immature. Some of us are just better at hiding it.”

Laura nodded, swallowing and trying to calm the anxious butterflies in her stomach. Maybe she shouldn’t have mentioned the dreams. If she kept Josie going on this new tangent, then they could forget she ever mentioned it.

“So. Dreams,” Josie said.

Damn.

“I keep having sex dreams.” 

“Join the other six billion of us.”

“You’re so supportive.”

Josie laughed. “It’s just...everyone has sex dreams. I have them. Did I ever tell you about the one I had with Abraham Lincoln? The man could do incredible things with his pinkie.”

Laura gaped at Josie. “Discussion over.”

“Aw, c’mon!”

“Not if you’re going to mock me.”

“I wasn’t mocking you! I really did have a dream about Lincoln and his magic digit! It was right after watching Abraham Lincoln: Vampire Slayer, and I—”

“Then this discussion is really over,” Laura said with a shudder.

“Now who’s being the judgmental one?” Josie said with fake offense.

Laura’s eyebrow arched. “You seriously had a dream you slept with Abraham Lincoln and you two had some ass play?”

“Yep. And he loved the strap-on I wore.”

“Oh, gross.”

“I can’t control what’s in my dreams! Not my fault!” Josie insisted.

That gave Laura pause. She had a point. None of the dreams were technically fantasies, right? They came to her, unbidden, a product of her subconscious. Laura didn’t seek out threesome porn, didn’t read romance novels about threesomes, didn’t watch movies on the topic, didn’t search it out at all.

It was just...there. In her dreams. In her bed. In her body, some sort of yearning that came out the only way it could.

While she slept.

That was comforting, in a way, and yet deeply disturbing. Why did she harbor these wishes? Dreams were manifestations of something rooted in the body, mind and heart. Bad dreams were like an exorcism, but good dreams—and make no mistake about it, these were damn good—were wish fulfillment.

She had plenty of wishes. Oh, how her wish cup runneth over. As she looked down at her chest, she thought sourly that she had plenty up top, plenty in her head, and not nearly enough in her heart.

And bed.

Josie finished her cup of coffee and checked her phone. “You’ll miss the train if you don’t get going.” She held her phone up for Laura to see the time.

“Damn. You’re right.” Grabbing her briefcase, she headed out the door, Josie on her heels. After locking the apartment up, she squared her shoulders and took a deep breath. Out the main door and on the sidewalk, she and Josie went in opposite directions, Josie to her bed and Laura to yet another day of anonymity in a cocoon of mirrored glass and concrete.

And no dream men.

* * *

As she rode the elevator up to the thirty-second floor of the massive, glass-and-concrete tower that Stohlman Industries inhabited, Laura kept her eyes on her hands. Head down, crushed by bodies that pretended they weren’t touching, she lived in her head. The scent of ten different perfumes and colognes, of various hairspray brands and deodorants, and a faint whiff of sour alcohol from someone who’d overindulged last night was, oddly enough, a familiar comfort.

Maybe comfort was a bit of a stretch, but it was a signal.

Monday morning.

Work time.

Her boss’s boss was gone for a three-day business conference on government contracts and sexual harassment compliance, a meeting Laura was grateful to skip. Requests for business travel were rare for her. Financial analysts tracked numbers, so her face-time with clients wasn’t a priority. 

On the rare occasions she did travel, it was always the same. A boring flight spent next to that one guy on the plane who drank too much and grossly flirted with you. The endless wait for the rental car (if the company was willing to get you one), then the complicated drive that always involved a few missed turns to get to the hotel.

The hotel that looked like every other hotel next to an industrial business park.

A quick check-in, the rush to find a restaurant still open (or a quick breakfast if the flight was on a Monday morning), and then ten hours of pretending to care about some business regulation that—frankly—had nothing to do with the daily reality of her job.

And, of course...the occasional pass from a business colleague who was the equivalent of Overreaching Drunk Airplane Guy.

As the elevators doors opened and closed on their slog upward, she wondered when she’d become so cynical.

Ding! Her floor. No time to think about that now. “Hey, Laura!” called Debbie, the receptionist. “How was your weekend?”

“Great! How was yours?”

Debbie’s eyes lit up. Laura knew she was just waiting to be asked. Debbie was Laura’s age, with long, silky brown hair that looked like something out of Vogue magazine. She wore low-cut sweaters and a full set of make-up every single day. Her nails were perfect, her clothes fit her trim body, and she was always charming—to the men. Women wanted to look like her and men wanted to sleep with her. 

“I met this new guy who took me to see The Book of Mormon, and we went to Tempo Bistro. Can you believe it?”

Laura pretended to know that those two details were a big deal. She had no idea what Tempo Bistro was, but it sounded fancy. Debbie was very status conscious, and threw brand names and social signals around like currency. “Nice! What was the guy like?”

Debbie’s face shifted from excitement to boredom. “He was okay.” She sniffed, clearly unimpressed. “But the raw tenderloin nigiri was to die for. Entrees start at $70 a pop.” 

Laura wouldn’t be eating there any time soon. 

“And he got us backstage VIP passes and I have pictures of me with the cast!”

Debbie’s smartphone was already in her hand, turned to a picture that showed a toothy-smiled Debbie with a group of cast members still in heavy stage makeup. Laura had no idea who any of those people were, but knew that in Debbie’s world, this was important, so Laura played along. She hated to hurt anyone’s feelings.

“Wow, Debbie. I’m jealous.” She wasn’t really, but she knew that’s what Debbie wanted to hear. 

Magic words. Debbie’s face lit up. “Oh, don’t worry,” she said, clearly enjoying her perceived imbalance between herself and Laura. “You’ll find a perfectly decent guy some day.”

Laura almost snorted. Perfectly decent. Shoot for the stars for me, why don’t you?  

Laura’s smile tightened a notch and she looked away. “Got a lot of email to answer,” she said, taking a step toward her office.

“Wait! You didn’t see my pictures of our dinner!”

What’s next? Laura wondered. Pictures of the date’s platinum American Express card? His penis? His car? Debbie had specific standards for the “perfect” man that were so different from Laura’s they might as well have been dating a completely different species.

“Hey, Laura.” A deep man’s voice cut through Debbie’s chatter. Laura turned toward it, grateful. Rick was the IT help desk director, and Laura loved him right now. He was her knight in shining armor, and as she turned to look at him she held back a low whistle of appreciation.

Rick’s typical work wardrobe leaned toward business casual, and his hair was styled as if his grandmother cut it. With glasses from the 1980s and an absent-minded professor look, he looked like the stereotype of an engineer who went back to school in his 40s, got a teaching license, and went on to work in an inner city high school.

But not this morning.

A warm flush began in Laura’s belly as her eyes took in the new Rick. Even Debbie shut her mouth and just stared, one perfectly manicured, thin eyebrow arching.

Tailored suit with white dress shirt, silver cuff links and a lilac tie? Check.

Black wingtips? Check.

Contact lenses? Check.

New haircut that looked like someone at one of the top salons on Newbury street had cut it? Check.

And a cologne that made women’s knees go weak? Oh, yes, sir. 

“Rick!” Laura peeped, unable to cover her reaction. Holy smokes, he was hot. Flaming hot.

“Oh,” he said, fumbling with his hands, becoming fidgety. “This?” He swept his palm down the side of his body and Laura swore she heard Debbie groan. His hands looked so soft and strong, nails clearly manicured. The smattering of hair on the backs of his hands glinted as the light caught his gold watch. 

“Yes,” Laura replied with a hiss. “This.”

“You like it? My sister took me out for my birthday and insisted I needed a new look now that I’ve been promoted upstairs. It’s not too much, is it?” His brow tightened with a slight frown of worry.  

Laura looked at Debbie, who was biting her lower lip and sucking on it so hard she was about to swallow it. That lilac tie was the clincher. Imagine that around your wrists, tied to a bedpost, while...

“No, no,” Laura interrupted her imagination, giving it a little spanking, a light slap to make it stop wandering. “Not too much. Perfect, in fact,” she added with a shaky inhale. “But you—promoted? Upstairs?”

His face split into a geeky grin. Ah. There was the Rick she knew. “Yeah—can you believe it? Director of IT Resources for the Pacific Region.”

“Pacific?” Debbie asked, disappointment in her voice. “You’re being transferred?”

He gave a sheepish smile. “Yeah. I move to San Francisco in three weeks.”

Debbie’s eyes crawled up and down Rick like she was picking out a slab of meat. “Too bad. Before you move, make some time for old friends, m’kay? I’d love to go out for drinks.”

He cocked an eyebrow, the look like something out of a Fast Company magazine profile. “You would? Last month you turned me down. Twice. Said something about taking care of your cat’s toenail fungus that night.”

Laura snickered. Debbie gave her an Evil Glare of Doom.

“That’s...that wasn’t me,” Debbie said with a generous dose of laughter. She stood and came over to Rick, placing one manicured hand on his suited arm. “You must have me confused with someone else. Maybe Laura. She has three cats.”

Laura’s leg twitched, like something hit it. Maybe it was from being thrown under a bus. 

“No,” Rick said slowly, turning his attention to Laura. “It wasn’t Laura.” A shy smile played at his lips. Laura took in his appearance again and grinned back just as he averted his eyes. You can take the geek out of the gamer shirts, but you can’t take the gamer out of the guy in the hot suit. Rick was still all nerdtechie, and she liked him for it. 

Debbie pretended the phone rang just as Rick took a few steps toward Laura and walked her to her office. 

“You excited?” she asked him.

“About what?” He seemed really nervous.

She frowned. “About the move! The promotion!”

“Oh. Yeah. That.” He laughed, a shy sound that made her feel warm toward him. Awkward Rick was great for talking about ComicCon or the latest gamer scandal. Anything else and he shut down.

“I’d be thrilled to move up the corporate ladder.” Laura’s words were not, technically, true. She’d be thrilled to get the raise that came with a promotion, but working in management was about as much fun as watching Debbie get a Brazilian. And Laura knew exactly how much fun that was, because one day Debbie had come to work with a video of it. 

Laura was perfectly fine being a middle-level Financial Analyst. One of the drones. Even her grey sweater matched the walls of her windowless office.

She blended in, and that was all fine and good. Stohlman Industries owned her soul for fifty hours a week.

They couldn’t have more.

“I’m glad, sure,” he said with a shaky sigh. “And my girlfriend dumped me last week—”

“You had a girlfriend?” Laura regretted the words instantly, knowing her surprise would make Rick uncomfortable. 

He glared at her, the look filled with menace and hurt. “Hard to believe, right?”

“No! That’s not what I meant...” A burst of embarrassment and shame filled her, making her tongue tied. Why was she like this? How could she ever imagine someone like Rick—this new Rick—would realize she was just making conversation and not judging? A sense of self-loathing pounded in her veins, and all she wanted to do was flee to her office and bury herself in a spreadsheet.

Spreadsheets were safe. Spreadsheets didn’t give her uncomprehending looks, or make her feel like an idiot. If she messed up a spreadsheet she could fix it with a few clicks. Too bad men didn’t have an “Undo” button.

“Okay,” Rick said in a clipped voice, fidgeting as they reached her door. He looked like he wanted to get away as quickly as possible, like a little boy dressed up in his dad’s clothes. Laura’s keen sense of equilibrium with him was completely off, and all she wanted to do right now was get behind her desk, safely ensconced in her office, door shut. 

But Rick followed her.

She faltered at her doorway, hand on the knob. “Um, you need something?” she asked, trying to smile. Please leave me alone. She was so drained from being “on”, and just wanted a break.

And it wasn’t even nine o’clock yet. This would be one long Monday.

“The staff meeting,” Rick said, all business. “I just wanted to give you the head’s up that I’ll be leaving, and you’ll get an IT contact for problems.”

“Have they hired anyone yet?” she asked, a feeling of mild dread washing over her. During crunch times, a good IT contact was worth their weight in gold. A bad one was worse than no IT help, though.

“Nope. Budget cuts.”

She groaned. “They’ll just assign me to someone who’s already overworked, won’t they?”

He gave her a cheesy thumbs’ up. He was thawing. She grinned and shook her head, ending the conversation as she shut the door and leaned up against it, closing her eyes and looking up.

Why couldn’t life be an endless stretch of time in bed with four hands on her? She snickered, letting the tension ooze out of her body, willing herself to take deep breaths until she felt okay.

Because no one pays you to do that, she told herself. Unless you’re a porn actress. 

That last voice sounded suspiciously like Josie’s.

Thirty minutes later, she’d triaged her email and realized she needed a cup of coffee before heading into the meeting. Walking past Debbie’s desk, she saw the receptionist and Rick holding their respective smartphones, heads huddled, each typing.

Debbie winked at her as Laura heard Rick mention a party at a club Laura had heard of, but never been to. Debbie laughed and touched his arm, while Rick leaned in, eyes all over Debbie’s cleavage.

Good for Debbie and Rick. Get laid and have fun. For now, Laura’s sex life would exist only in her mind.

And her nightside table.

I’m never that girl, she thought as she went to the coffee station and made herself a cup.

Only in my dreams.

* * *

“So what if a geekazoid wasn’t hot for your bod, Laura,” Josie declared as they sat at at her kitchen table. Laura’s head was pounding; they’d gone to a nightclub last night at Laura’s urging. After watching Debbie and Rick at work, she needed to do something that made her feel like a normal twentysomething in the city. Like she had a life beyond Netflix and ice cream. 

“I know. I do, really. It’s just...it’s like he went from being a friend to being an asshole with one makeover. Why would he do that?” Laura muttered. Josie had managed to drink the entire pot of coffee before Laura got any. She impatiently waited for the new pot to brew so she could wake up.

“He’s a guy,” Josie said with a wave of her hand. 

“Guys sure do get a pass for just being guys,” Laura grumbled.

“And yet we want them in our beds.”

“And hearts!” Laura protested.

“Oh, yeah. That. Hearts and shit,” Josie said absentmindedly, staring at the computer screen.

“What are you doing?”

“Typing up your online dating profile.”

“My what?” Laura was wide awake now. “Why on earth would I want to do that? Online dating is like getting Lasik surgery with a two-for-one coupon. Sounds great at first, but when you think about it...” 

“You need to get out there. Find someone. Anyone.”

“Anyone?” Laura shivered. “If I take anyone I’ll find myself chained to a basement wall being used as a tester for new kitchen knives and chastity belts.”

Josie shrugged. “If that’s your fetish...” and started typing. 

Laura smacked her in the shoulder. “Don’t you dare write that down!”

“Then you write it!” 

And that’s how she found herself composing a personals ad with her best friend cheering her on. Normal? What’s normal?

“Hot, luscious piece of ass who can suck a golf ball through forty feet of garden hose seeks rippling-ab’d firefighter who has a tongue that thrums like a hummingbird and enjoys painting my toenails and eating Ben & Jerry’s out of the carton while watching Mad Men.”

Laura stared at the online dating site’s registration screen and frowned. That’s what she really wanted to write. Here was the truth:

“Needy, insecure, overweight twenty-six year old financial analyst with three cats, a corporate job with pension and no debt seeks Mr. Impossible for way more than friendship and lots of ice cream. I’m desperate for some physical affection and oral sex with a guy who doesn’t view it as some sort of favor he’s granting me, and then expects to be praised like he cleaned my toilet. One night stands are better than nothing as long as you brush your teeth. Call me!” 

“The guys are going to bang down your door with that one,” Josie cracked. “One cat is normal. Two and you’re on dangerous territory. Three? You’re practically running a no-kill shelter out of your home. Don’t talk about your cats in an online personals ad. That’s like the guys who talk about their mom in their profiles. Cuh-reep-eee.” 

Josie started typing, biting her lower lip and deep in concentration. 

“Voila!” she shouted, her hands spread wide in a grandiose gesture. “There’s your ad.”

She announced:

“Luscious, curvy financial analyst seeks friendship and more. Financially independent and self-assured, I’m a fit woman who wants a man (or, more than one! YOLO!) for stimulating conversation...er, yeah. Conversation. Message me (or massage me!).” 

“I can’t write that!” Laura groaned. “It makes me look like I want an orgy!” She squinted at the screen. “And what the hell is ‘YOLO’?” 

“Who doesn’t want an orgy?” Josie wiggled her eyebrows lasciviously and stuck out her tongue, waggling it in a very bad imitation of oral sex. “And YOLO stands for ‘you only live once.’”

“Cut it out. You’re turning me on. It’s been that long since I got some ass, and the last guy used his tongue like he was a Roto Rooter man. Like that.” She pointed at Josie’s tongue and bent over, laughing.

Then Josie, with a flourish, pressed the “Submit” button. “Thank you for joining—your profile is now live!” the screen read.

And now Laura waited to see if dreams really do come true...

THE END... 

of this prequel. Thank you so much for reading, and here’s more!

You can learn what happens when someone (or two someones...) respond to Laura’s online dating ad by continuing and reading the New York Times bestselling boxed set, Her Billionaires.

This series started in 2012 and readers have asked for more, so I listened! The reading order is:

 

Before Her Billionaires

Her Billionaires: Boxed Set (books 1-4 from the original series)

It’s Complicated 

Complete Abandon

Complete Harmony

Complete Bliss

Complete We

 

You have more than 1,400 pages ahead of you...happy reading! You can find the first part of the Her Billionaires Boxed Set FREE in Her First Billionaire. Here’s a preview: 




Her First Billionaire

Grab Her First Billionaire FREE! 

COULD SHE REALLY FIND THE RIGHT GUY ON THE INTERNET?

“Hot, luscious piece of ass who can suck a golf ball through forty feet of garden hose seeks rippling-ab’d firefighter who has a tongue that thrums like a hummingbird and enjoys painting my toenails and eating Ben & Jerry’s out of the carton while watching Mad Men.”

Laura Michaels stared at the online dating site’s registration screen and frowned. That’s what she really wanted to write. Here was the truth:

“Needy, insecure, overweight twenty-six year old Business Analyst with three cats, a corporate job with pension and no debt seeks Mr. Impossible for way more than friendship and lots of ice cream. I’m desperate for some physical affection and oral sex with a guy who doesn’t view it as some sort of favor he’s granting me, and then expects to be praised like he cleaned my toilet. One night stands are better than nothing as long as you brush your teeth. So call me, maybe!”

So when hot firefighter Dylan Stanwyck responds and asks her out, it’s just too good to be true. When she searches him online and learns he offers himself up for date nights in bachelor charity auctions, she wonders if she’s on the right planet.

Because what could a guy like that see in a fat girl like her?

OR WOULD HE NOT BE WHO HE SEEMED?

Trawling through the online dating profiles isn’t Dylan’s idea of fun, but it’s been more than eighteen months since their lover, Jill, died, and Dylan and his unconventional partner, ski instructor Mike Pine, need to find a new love. While their threesome situation is more complicated than a contract from Fifty Shades of Grey, at least one aspect is simple: Laura Michaels, the cute, soft blond from the online dating site, seems like a good fit for at least a first date. Soft curves, gorgeous hair, eyes that light him up from the computer alone, and a profile that makes her seem smart and interesting—he has no problems asking her out.

The problem is letting her in.

Dylan and his not-quite partner have more secrets than their unconventional romantic relationships, and this latest snafu is a mixed blessing, for both became billionaires overnight after the third in their threesome, Jill, died. With her estate finally settled and Dylan and Mike the recipient of an annual income that gives them enough to buy entire towns in the Midwest, the two were left reeling. Months after the lawyer explained their new-found fortune, Dylan still works his regular shifts at the station while Mike remains on the slopes as a ski instructor, but with a caveat; now he owns the entire resort.

But if they tell Laura everything, they risk losing a chance at a new bond.

Two problems may have one lush, ample solution as Laura meets her first billionaire on her date with Dylan, but with a stunning twist at the end...

Get Her First Billionaire FREE now at most major eBook retailers! Just do a search for Julia Kent. 
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About the Author

Text JKentBooks to 77948 and get a text message on release dates!

New York Times and USA Today Bestselling Author Julia Kent turned to writing contemporary romance after deciding that life is too short not to have fun. She writes romantic comedy with an edge, and new adult books that push contemporary boundaries. From billionaires to BBWs to rock stars, Julia finds a sensual, goofy joy in every book she writes, but unlike Trevor from Random Acts of Crazy, she has never kissed a chicken.

She loves to hear from her readers by email at jkentauthor@gmail.com, on Twitter @jkentauthor, and on Facebook at https://www.facebook.com/jkentauthor . Visit her website at http://jkentauthor.com 
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