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WITH THREE MONTHS REMAINING of her marriage of convenience, Savannah is ready to say goodbye to her spoiled rich boy of a husband. He's annoying and argumentative and used to always getting his way. Sure, he's hot. And maybe occasionally a little bit sweet. But she doesn't want to stay married to him.

Not at all.

He needed a wife for a year so he could inherit his grandmother's fortune, and she needed to pay off her family's debts. That's all their marriage has ever been about.

So she really needs to stop falling into bed with him.
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SAVANNAH EMERSON SOMETIMES wondered if her story looked like a cheesy romantic movie.

Smart-mouthed girl from the wrong side of the tracks meets spoiled rich boy with a hidden heart of gold. Conflict, banter, and misunderstandings ensue until they both change for the better, overcoming their differences and coming together after an overblown gesture of love. A future of wedded bliss awaits them as soon as the credits roll.

Her story was like that. Except for the parts about overcoming differences and falling in love. And the bliss. She hadn’t had much of that for the past nine months.

The marriage thing—that had happened to her. She’d found her very own spoiled rich boy to wed.

She’d despised Lance Carlyle for most of her life. He was the only son of one of the wealthiest families in the very wealthy town of Green Valley, North Carolina, and he’d spent his thirty-four years getting everything he wanted exactly when he wanted it. She’d known he was an entitled jackass since he was eight and she was five and he’d cheated to win the town’s Easter egg hunt, beating her out of a hundred-dollar prize that he had absolutely no use for.

At thirteen, she’d given the Porsche he’d gotten for his sixteenth birthday a shaving-cream-and-toilet-paper special. He’d deserved it after laughing at her indignation when she didn’t win the town’s junior photography contest. (She still occasionally compared the photograph she’d entered with the winning photo, and hers was unquestionably better.)

At seventeen, she’d been working at a local coffee shop, and he’d come in one afternoon while he was home on a college break. He’d complained to the manager about the service, and she’d ended up fired from her job.

She’d gotten out of Green Valley just as soon as she could—earning a college degree and an MFA in filmmaking—but she’d moved back home at twenty-six because her parents needed help when her mother got sick. Lance had never left town. His corporate consulting business was already thriving at that point, and she’d had to struggle not to sneer every time she saw him around town in his ridiculously expensive suits and his disgracefully indulgent Aston Martin. Most of the time they’d pretended the other didn’t exist since they didn’t share anything but a zip code, but occasionally his smirk was simply too infuriating. She’d make a smart remark—never quite under her breath—which would always prompt a response from him.

The man was clever. She had to give him that. He was every bit as quick with his tongue as she was, so she only sometimes got the better of him in an argument. Usually their encounters ended in a resentful draw.

Which was why she was so surprised when he approached her last year with a proposal.

An actual proposal.

Lance wanted nothing to do with his parents, and he’d been living on his own resources since he finished graduate school. His business evidently did very well, but men like him always wanted more. So when his grandmother died and left him as the sole beneficiary of her fortune, he was willing to do anything to get it.

Even marry a woman he disliked.

His grandmother’s will required he be married for a year before he could gain access to the money.

Savannah was the lucky bride. She’d had no delusions about why. She was obviously the most financially desperate woman Lance knew and the only one who would agree to the deal he wanted to make.

Her parents were drowning in medical bills from the extended treatment for her mother’s cancer, and Savannah was already underwater with student loans and credit cards. On the day she married Lance, he gave her a check for $200,000, which paid off all her and her parents’ debt, including the remaining mortgage on their row house.

On the day she and Lance signed their divorce papers—three months from now—she’d get another check for the same amount. She wouldn’t be rich, but she’d be secure. She could buy a place of her own and a car that didn’t have to be tinkered with constantly to keep running. She wouldn’t have to stress about how to pay her bills every month the way she’d done her entire life.

And all it took was marrying Lance Carlyle for one year.

Maybe she was a mercenary gold digger, but she didn’t really think so. She figured a lot of people might have done the same in her situation.

For the past nine months, she’d been living in Lance’s lakeside condo in one of the two exclusive gated communities in Green Valley. He had the entire top floor of the four-story building, and he’d given her the second bedroom, which on its own was almost as large as the inexpensive apartment she’d been renting before she married him.

At seven fifteen on a morning in late September, she was sitting on a stool at the granite island, drinking coffee and scrolling through Instagram on her phone. She paused at a photo of Lance posted by one of his friends.

It was from the night before. He was grinning as he got off his boat at the community marina. His thick, curly hair was blowing in the breeze. His teeth were white, and his skin was golden. His khakis and pale blue polo were casually expensive. He was the embodiment of health. Vigor. Privilege.

Her husband for three more months.

It was easy for Savannah to keep track of Lance’s comings and goings since his social circle consisted mostly of people from Green Valley whom he’d been raised with, and they’d always posted their whole lives on social media. Every morning she could see on her phone exactly what they’d been doing at the marina or country club the evening before.

As if her thoughts had conjured him, he appeared just then, pushing through the front door of the condo. He wore a T-shirt and gym shorts that were sticking to his body from sweat. His cheeks were flushed, and he was panting loudly. He strode into the kitchen area and reached into the refrigerator for a bottle of water.

Savannah glanced up as he entered, sipping her coffee and trying not to admire him.

He wasn’t classically handsome with perfect, symmetrical features. His mouth and forehead were too broad, and he had a deep dimple in his chin. His curly hair was a reddish brown, and he kept it a little too long. He had freckles all over his body, but he also tanned easily, so you could only see the freckles when you were very close to him.

He had the best arms and shoulders she’d ever seen on a man. Strong and impressively contoured but not unattractively bulky. The rest of his body was lean and long. Every morning, he jogged to the first-class gym that was part of the community’s amenities. There, he worked out for an hour before running back home. It was no wonder he was in such good shape. Men like him could afford to be.

Savannah tried—very hard—to suppress the surge of attraction she experienced as she ran her eyes up and down his body, but she couldn’t.

He was all tanned skin, rippling muscles, intelligent hazel eyes, and easy, fluid strength.

And part of her wanted it.

The rest of her was annoyed that he hadn’t yet glanced over at her or acknowledged her existence.

He gulped down some water and pushed the damp curls off his forehead. Then he picked up his phone and checked something. “We’ve got the Symphony in the Park tonight,” he said, his eyes focused on the screen of his phone.

Savannah rolled her eyes. “Is that a definite? I was hoping I could skip it. We just went to that boring cocktail party two nights ago, and we have the wedding in Virginia coming up this weekend.”

One of the expectations of their marriage was that she attend functions with him regularly. Since Lance’s business relied on his contacts and connections, he went out to schmooze and network even if he wasn’t interested or in the mood. He was always on the prowl for new clients.

“You got other plans tonight?” His gaze finally focused on her face.

“No, but there has to be a limit. You realize how painful these outings are for me, right? Playing nice to a bunch of people who still look down on me?”

He met her eyes evenly. “Yes. I realize that. But the Symphony in the Park is just once a year. You know how important it is to folks in town. If you go with me tonight, you can skip the golf thing next month.”

Savannah straightened up on her stool. The golf tournament would be a two-day affair at the country club, which sounded like a nightmare to her. “Seriously?”

“Yes. Seriously. I don’t really need you for that.”

“Okay. I’ll go tonight. I should dress up, right?”

“I’m wearing a suit.”

She smothered a groan. One thing the privileged population of Green Valley liked to do was dress up when they got together, even if it was an event in the town park where jeans would be more appropriate. “Fine. I’ll get all fancy and pretend I want to be there. Got to earn the money somehow, I guess.”

She waited for Lance’s inevitable retort and was surprised when it didn’t come. He took a swig of water, wiped his mouth with the back of his hand in a bluntly carnal gesture, and muttered, “Thanks” before he stepped over to open the refrigerator.

She stared at his back, at the way his thin shorts molded to the tight curve of his ass. She’d left herself open to any number of sarcastic insults, and he hadn’t offered her anything but a thank-you.

It wasn’t like him at all.

Pretending to putz around on her phone, she watched him out of the corner of her eye as he pulled out fruit, yogurt, and protein powder and blended up a shake. He didn’t look tense. Lance Carlyle was never tense. He eased through life with the leisurely confidence of a man who was used to the world falling into place around him.

But this morning he was quiet. Almost subdued. He usually deployed his intelligence and quick tongue like weapons—in exactly the same way she did.

She wondered if something was wrong.

In all her experience with him, the thing that got to him most deeply was his family. Maybe he’d had a run-in with his parents. She sent out a little test balloon. “I saw your mom yesterday.”

He glanced over his shoulder as he poured his shake into a tall glass. “Yeah?”

“She was presiding over the ladies at the yoga studio after a class.” She leaned forward. “You talk to her lately?”

“No.”

Savannah had to pretend not to observe him. If he caught her checking him out, he’d think she was interfering in his private life and probably just leave the room. But she discreetly scrutinized his face and decided he wasn’t currently brooding over his parents. Not more than usual anyway. His mobile lips hadn’t tightened, and his brows hadn’t lowered.

So she had no idea what was going on with his mood.

He didn’t continue the conversation with quips or pointed remarks. Instead, he slumped onto one of the stools at the island and sipped his shake. His phone was lying on the countertop in front of him, and he was staring down at it, but he wasn’t reading the screen.

He was just sitting. Stewing.

Something was definitely wrong.

She made it about three minutes before she couldn’t take it anymore. She cleared her throat to get his attention. When he glanced over, she mumbled, “Y’okay?”

As ridiculous as it sounded, she was more embarrassed asking the question than she’d been a couple of months ago when he’d accidentally walked in on her while she was using her vibrator.

He stared at her, his hazel eyes steel gray in the morning light coming through the glass doors that led onto the large terrace. For just a moment, she thought he was going to say something. Answer her question. Tell her what was bothering him.

Then his expression flickered, and he gave her a familiar half smirk. “Of course. Why?”

“I don’t know. You just seem...” She didn’t finish the sentence. She wished she’d never brought up the topic at all. It had given him an advantage, and that was something she avoided at all costs.

“I’m kind of tired, I guess,” he said, taking another swallow of his shake. “And maybe nine months of forced celibacy is finally getting to me.”

Her marriage arrangement with Lance allowed them freedom to do whatever they wanted—with only one exception. They had no claim on the other and no responsibility to provide updates on their schedules or activities. The only thing they couldn’t do was have sex.

Lance hadn’t been entirely happy about that clause since it required a year of abstinence, but it had been a deal breaker for Savannah. She didn’t care who Lance screwed, but she did care about her own reputation and pride. And there was no way in hell she’d be part of a marriage where their town believed he was cheating on her. So she’d insisted. No sex outside their marriage for the year they were together.

She snorted, relieved by the glint in his eyes, proof that they were back to their normal interaction. “It’s good for you. Teach you self-control and restraint. Two things you’re sorely lacking.”

“Oh, I think you’d find I have plenty of control.” It was impossible to mistake the gravel in his voice.

Her skin flushed hot, but she managed to keep her face and voice unrevealing. “Very nice. You must really be suffering from sexual deprivation if you’ve been reduced to such low, clichéd comebacks.”

“I’m definitely suffering. I haven’t gone so long without sex since I was fourteen.”

She almost choked on her coffee. “Fourteen? Fourteen? You had sex for the first time when you were fourteen?”

He arched his eyebrows. “Why are you surprised? You think I was going to wait around dreaming of a romantic soul mate?”

“Of course not. You wouldn’t know a soul mate if she walloped you over the head with a dozen red roses. But fourteen seems really young.” She couldn’t explain why it bothered her. She’d known him at that age, and he’d been smug and spoiled and popular in school and just as confident as he was now.

But he’d also been a kid. One who had hidden behind an old oak tree to cry after his grandfather’s funeral. The thought of him having sex at that age made her stomach churn.

“Jenny Fricker in the pool house,” he said, twitching his eyebrows in that obnoxious way he had. It dragged her immediately out of her brooding.

She slanted him a sideways look so he’d know exactly what she thought of him.

“She was fifteen, and she had the biggest—” He gestured, making it crystal clear what part of her body had been big.

“Oh my God,” she said. “Very nice, Carlyle. Very classy.”

He was almost smiling now, and whatever mood had been overshadowing him earlier had completely dissipated. “I’m the classiest.”

“You should hear me bragging to the country-club ladies over gossip and chardonnay. About how my handsome husband is such a gentleman. We all gush over your chivalry.”

“Do you also gush over how you torture your handsome husband by making him go without sex for a year?”

“Hey, you’re the one who agreed to it so you could get your grandma’s hundreds of millions. All that cash wouldn’t mean anything if it came too easily.”

“Is that what you believe? That you have to suffer to deserve anything good?”

They’d been bantering in their typical way, but for some reason the question stalled her. She blinked, trying to figure out why she suddenly thought he was serious.

He finished off his shake. “That wasn’t a rhetorical question.”

Because she was unprepared, she answered him honestly. “No, I don’t think you have to suffer to deserve something good. But I do think that if something comes too easily, we end up holding it cheaply.”

His brows lowered slightly like he was thinking.

It made her nervous for no good reason. She added in a more pointed tone, “Which is why you and your friends have already wasted many lifetimes of money and opportunity. Because all of it came to you too easily.”

To someone else, that comment might have been mean or hurtful, but Lance didn’t even wince. They talked to each other like that all the time. He appeared almost amused as he asked, “What exactly have I wasted?”

“What have you wasted? You’re asking me what you’ve wasted in your life? Let’s start with that ridiculous car.”

Lance owned two cars, but he wasn’t likely to be confused about which one she referred to. The black Aston Martin he’d been driving around for the past two years. His other vehicle was a Mercedes SUV and was also crazy expensive, but not quite as self-indulgent as the James Bond phallic symbol of a sports car. “What about it? It doesn’t just sit in the garage. I drive it all the time.”

“I know you do. But you could also support five different families for an entire year with what you spent on it. And you’re honestly asking me how you’ve wasted money?”

He gave a small shrug and a quirk of his lips. “And you, on the other hand, are an exemplar of noble moral character with your ten-year-old Ford and life of celibacy.”

She sucked in an indignant breath. “I don’t live a life of celibacy.”

“Yeah? When was the last time you had a little fun in the sack?”

“Did you seriously just say ‘in the sack’?”

“I did.” He stood up and went to rinse out his glass and put it in the dishwasher. “We’ve already agreed on my classiness. And you didn’t answer my question.”

She rolled her eyes again, but if she didn’t give him an honest response, he’d know he’d scored a victory. “Two years ago.”

“That insurance guy you dated?”

“Yes. Chris.”

“Pretty good in bed, was he?”

She didn’t answer that question with anything more than narrowed eyes.

Lance chuckled. “And how long did you go without before you started dating him?”

“A year and a half. I only have sex when I’m in a relationship. What’s your point? That there’s something wrong with me because I don’t go around screwing everyone who catches my eye?”

“No. I don’t think something’s wrong with you. But I also don’t think you’re morally superior based only on the frequency with which you fuck. I only have sex with women who have freely and enthusiastically consented.”

“I know that,” she replied quickly, prompted by a flicker of worry that he was taking their banter more seriously than normal. “Of course I know that.”

“And I haven’t had sex at all since we got married, just like we agreed.”

“I know that too.”

She did know it. She didn’t even wonder anymore. Truth be told, she hadn’t been entirely trusting in the first month or two of their marriage. She’d done more than one drive-by of his office when he worked late in the evenings. She’d made a point of searching social media for proof that he was where he said he was. And one humiliating weekend, she’d flown up to New York when he was on a business trip to make sure he wasn’t taking advantage of being out of town to hook up.

He hadn’t been. He’d worked all day and spent the rest of the time alone in his hotel room.

Her mental justification for that decline into suspicion and paranoia was that she was married to a man she had no reason to trust. If she caught him cheating, their prenup would allow her to end their marriage immediately while still getting the rest of the money she was owed. It only made sense to see if Lance was following through on his word.

She still cringed whenever she remembered what she’d done. She’d never admitted it to anyone, and she prayed no one would ever find out.

Most of all, not Lance.

Lance cocked an eyebrow at her, pulling her out of her embarrassing recollection. “You look like you’re remembering doing something naughty,” he drawled.

Shit. Shit. He was way too good at reading her mind. It was genuinely dangerous. Her cheeks were burning, but she managed a cool, disdainful look. “You’re projecting your own memories of naughtiness onto me.”

“Could be.” He straightened up from where he’d been leaning against the counter. “I haven’t been naughty in a really long time.”

“Oh please. Don’t give me your sob story. You’ve been taking care of yourself just fine. Why else would you take two or three showers a day?”

He’d been leaving the kitchen, but he turned back with a laugh. “You’ve got me.” He took a few steps toward her, standing just behind her stool.

She didn’t turn around. It felt like he wanted her to, so she made herself resist the impulse. But she was acutely aware of his big body behind her. He was all heat and physicality, and it radiated off him in waves.

A curl of hot desire tightened between her legs.

He tilted his head down so he was murmuring right in her ear. He wasn’t touching her, but his presence and voice felt like an intimate caress. “But I’m not the only one who takes care of myself. How often do you change the batteries in that vibrator?”

Her hands clenched on the granite edge of the countertop as she used every ounce of control to suppress the intense wave of need and excitement that washed over.

Lance could do this to her. He could turn her on without even trying. She didn’t actually know if he did it on purpose or if his visceral sexiness was simply as natural as breathing to him. Either way, he had the power to leave her a quivering mess of unfulfilled arousal.

It was wrong. It had to be wrong. There was no way it was right to be so intensely attracted to a man she disliked as much as she did her husband.

But it was a reality of her situation, and it had only gotten worse as the year of their marriage progressed.

Three more months. Only three more months and she’d be free of him forever.

She was good at restraint and self-suppression. She could make it until November without humiliating herself.

She turned around slowly, steeling herself against being so close to him. His face was less than four inches away from hers, and the green-gray of his eyes had darkened.

“I’ve not changed the batteries at all,” she said, pleased when her voice came out as light, almost teasing.

He gave her a questioning look as he took a step back.

Then she added, “My vibrator plugs into the wall.”

***
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ANYONE TRYING TO ARGUE that social class isn’t a major source of conflict in the United States needed to spend a little time in Green Valley.

Forty percent of the town was in the top five percentile of income nationally, and the rest of the town provided all the services required to take care of the millionaires. Green Valley had literally been designed to cater to the wealthy. Forty years ago, a real estate developer had bought up land on a large boating lake about forty-five miles outside Charlotte and planned an expansive gated community for business executives and their families who wanted to live outside the city. The community boomed and then expanded into another, the two linked by an extensive country club and marina that was the center of the town’s social circle. Eventually Green Valley boasted a thriving downtown area filled with businesses aimed at the affluent and a town government that primarily served the country-club set.

Before they retired, Savannah’s father had cleaned rich people’s pools and her mother had worked in a grocery store. Savannah had been raised in an inexpensive row house in the west part of town, which was where all the nonwealthy folks lived. Her friends had been the children of private chefs, of chauffeurs, of gardeners, of bartenders, but she’d gone to school with rich kids like Lance.

Green Valley prided itself on its robust community, and one of its annual events was the Symphony in the Park.

Savannah had never gone as a kid, but she’d heard about it every year. She’d attended last year to take pictures and film a video, but this year she had a seat in the reserved section.

She felt weird as she climbed out of the Aston Martin and waited as Lance tipped the valet and came over to where she stood.

He looked way too sexy in his gray suit, the sophisticated clothes an appealing contrast to the constant disarray of his hair and the slight five-o’clock shadow on his jaw.

“You look like I’m leading you to the guillotine,” he murmured as he put a hand on her back to lead her down a paved walk toward the outdoor stage in the middle of the park.

“Not a bad comparison.” She kept a fake smile on her face, the smile she always used at social events with Lance. “Except the rich folks were the victims back then.”

He chuckled dryly, and she wasn’t sure whether he was honestly amused or just putting on a facade. Part of their deal was publicly acting like they were in a genuine, loving marriage.

They greeted a few people as they walked, and Savannah felt eyes on her as they neared the roped-off sections filled with rows of comfortable chairs. People were staring. They were probably wondering what the hell she was doing with a man like Lance. She wasn’t bad to look at, but she also wasn’t beautiful. She had thick brown hair she had to struggle to keep smooth and large blue-gray eyes. She was medium height and medium weight, and her skin wouldn’t tan to save her life. Plenty of people found her attractive, but she wasn’t nearly as gorgeous as the women Lance had always dated.

She could just imagine the shocked gossip when they’d announced their engagement last year. Lance Carlyle marrying Savannah Emerson.

The symphony concert was free for anyone who wanted to attend, but tickets for the reserved seats were impossible to get unless you were part of one of the original families. Everyone else sat on blankets on the grass.

Savannah was wearing a navy-blue dress with a simple cut and a skirt that flared slightly at the knee. Her shoes and purse were designer, and the necklace and earrings she wore were more expensive than her car. When she’d married Lance, she’d refused to let him buy her a new car, and her everyday clothes were the ones she’d always worn. But she’d had to relent and let him pay for nicer outfits for events like this. There was no way in the world she could have afforded them otherwise, and people would naturally suspect the nature of their marriage if she went around in discount dresses and knockoff shoes.

They found their seats, but there was still twenty minutes until the concert started, so Lance went to get them glasses of wine, and Savannah stood next to the velvet rope near their seats and looked around.

She waved at a friend from high school who was picnicking with her husband not far away. They must have arrived two hours ago to get such a good position. Natalie stood up and came over.

“Hey, Van. How does it feel to have made it behind the ropes?” Natalie asked with a grin.

For her entire life, nearly everyone had called her Van. Lance was the only person she could think of who called her by her full name.

Her heart twisted, although it was clear that her friend wasn’t bitter. “It feels... weird.”

“Do you ever feel like you’ve crossed a picket line?”

“All the time. I’d much rather be on a blanket with you and not wearing these uncomfortable heels.”

“I guess if you fall in love, you take what comes with him even if it makes you one of them.”

“I guess so.” Savannah wasn’t rich now, and she didn’t like anyone to believe she was. She was the same person she’d always been. “I know I’m in the reserved seats now, but I’m not really that much different than I was back in school.”

Natalie shook her head with a smile. “Maybe not. Except instead of TP’ing Lance’s car with me, you married him and are wearing that crazy-big rock on your hand.”

Savannah shrugged, having no idea what to say to that. She glanced down at her left hand and was vaguely surprised to see the expensive rings on her finger—a large princess-cut diamond solitaire on an engraved platinum band and a matching wedding ring. “He’s not like we used to think he was.”

“I guess not. Not if you fell in love with him.”

At a loss for words, she was relieved when Natalie’s son started to whine and she returned to her family.

Savannah glanced around and saw Lance holding two glasses of wine and a plate of something. He was chatting with the guy who’d been his best friend since kindergarten.

“Hey, Van,” a voice came from behind her.

She whirled around to see Carter Wilson standing in front of her. He was another one of Lance’s friends, and she’d known him just as long as she’d known Lance. For years as a teenager, she’d had a crush on him. He was the only one of the rich kids who’d made a point of being nice to her in school.

She smiled. “Hey there.” She looked around. “Are you here alone?”

“I brought my mom.” Unlike Lance, Carter was traditionally handsome. His features were almost too perfect to be real. His smile was genuine, and his brown eyes were warm as he added, “Where’s your lesser half?”

She laughed. “He’s around somewhere. You know Lance. Can’t sit still and stay quiet to save his life.”

“Hey, my mom was saying on the way over here that she wants some new pictures made of her and my dad. They haven’t had anything taken professionally for years. Do you have room to fit them in?”

“Of course I do. Just tell her to give me a call. Or I could make an appointment with her now if that’s easier.”

“That would be great. She hates making phone calls.” Carter put a light hand on her elbow and guided her toward where his mother was sitting.

Savannah pulled out her phone and scheduled the appointment with Mrs. Wilson, always pleased to get another client.

After finishing her MFA program, she’d gotten a job in Los Angeles. It had been an entry-level position in film editing—nothing particularly exciting—but if she’d been able to continue, she probably could have made some sort of career for herself there. It wasn’t what she’d dreamed of as a teenager (which was winning Oscars for the brilliant movies she made), but how many people without connections or sheer dumb luck ever had those particular dreams come true? Her career would have been at least loosely related to her dreams had her mother not been diagnosed with cancer.

Her parents had assured her over and over again that she didn’t need to move back home, but she’d known they needed her. She was an only child. She was all they had. Even now that her mother was in remission, she couldn’t imagine what they’d do if she moved away again and left them with no one to check in on them regularly and help with errands and tasks around the house.

She didn’t regret moving back to Green Valley, even if it meant she’d had to open a portrait studio and support herself by taking boring photos of new babies, graduating seniors, and brides-to-be. She was a decent photographer—certainly better than anyone else in their small town. She had regular business. Enough to meet the expenses of her studio and pay her rent and personal needs. She’d never had a lot leftover until she’d married Lance last year and paid off her debts, but it wasn’t bad work. She sometimes did weddings as well (only the small ones since the large Green Valley weddings were covered by whole teams of photographers). But her wedding videos were becoming increasingly popular, and those she actually enjoyed making.

She was glad of any new client, and she appreciated Carter recommending her to his mother.

They’d confirmed an appointment time for next week when Carter murmured, “Ah, you better get back to your husband. He’s glowering.”

Savannah turned in surprise and saw that Carter was right. Lance was glowering. He looked sophisticated and ridiculously sexy in his suit, the light breeze ruffling his thick hair. He was standing in front of their seats, and he didn’t look happy at all.

She wanted to scowl back at him, but that would hardly suit her role as his adoring wife, so she turned to say goodbye to Carter instead. He leaned over to kiss her cheek—a gesture that was common among this particular crowd—and she touched his sleeve before she walked away.

Lance’s expression hadn’t cleared when she reached him. He wasn’t tense. His hands were relaxed around the two glasses of wine he held, but his eyes never left her face.

She frowned at him in confusion as she took one of the glasses out of his hands. “What’s up with you?”

He tilted his head to one side as he took a swallow of red wine. “Why would something be up?”

“Because you’re glowering. And don’t say I’m making it up. Glower was Carter’s word, not mine.” She leaned down to take one of the parmesan crisps from the plate Lance had set on one of their seats.

“Since when are you in the habit of adopting other people’s words?”

“I do if they’re good ones. And glower is a very good word. It should definitely be used more often.”

The corner of Lance’s mouth twitched slightly. He reached to remove the glass of wine from her hand, placing it on the flat armrest between their seats. They were still standing, at least until the concert began in a few more minutes. Taking a step forward, he put his hand lightly on her waist.

“May I?” he murmured very softly, tilting his head down to speak against her ear.

A shiver began at the base of her spine and traveled upward. Then down again. Down even farther. She nodded, avoiding his eyes as he pulled her body flush against his. He moved his head down so he could brush his lips against the skin on the side of her throat.

The shivers transformed into something hot and throbbing at the feather-soft feel of his mouth. She held on to one of his shoulders and tried to breathe.

He always asked before he touched her like this—in any way beyond the most casual contact. They’d agreed from the beginning that they would act like they were a couple in love, and Lance had always been physically demonstrative, so it made sense they sometimes needed to fake kiss when they were around other people.

It wasn’t good for her state of mind—she already found him more attractive than she should—but she didn’t dare ask him to stop doing what they’d been doing for months. He’d suspect the reason, which meant he would win.

She did appreciate his always asking first.

He kissed her again, this time with a flicker of his tongue against the side of her jaw. Then he moved his mouth to her ear and said thickly, “I see you used this opportunity to drool over your Prince Charming.”

Her body tightened despite her attempt to stay relaxed. He would feel it and know she was annoyed. She at least managed to keep her voice light and lilting as she responded. “Well, what can a girl do when her husband is more wicked stepmother than prince?”

He gave a huff of amusement that she felt against her hot skin. One of his hands was curved around her rib cage in a gentle, possessive hold. “I like to think of myself as more of a Beast.”

Her breath hitched slightly at the clench of desire between her legs from the erotic texture of his voice, and she prayed he hadn’t been able to hear the shift in her breathing. “You would think that. And you would be wrong. Remember, the Beast turned out to have a very soft heart, and no one could make that mistake with you. It’s a good thing I don’t believe in Prince Charmings.”

“Don’t you? What about your pretty high school crush over there?”

How Lance had discovered her long-ago infatuation for Carter she’d never known. She’d never told a soul. Not even her best friends. It had felt like a defeat to admit she liked a rich boy that way. But Lance had somehow figured it out, and he’d never forgotten that she used to daydream about Carter Wilson.

She met his eyes with a bland smile. “He is pretty, isn’t he?”

Lance’s lips tightened for just a few seconds, so she figured she’d scored a point.

Her timing was perfect because the mayor walked across the stage just then, signaling the beginning of the concert. She and Lance took their seats. She drank the wine and ate most of the food off the plate, reluctantly sharing it with Lance when he reached over for a couple of grapes and one of the petits fours.

He kept his arm draped over the back of her chair most of the time—he was touchier than normal tonight—and the warmth of it through the fabric of her dress was highly disturbing. The music was good, but she was glad when the intermission came and she could stretch her legs.

And take a short break from the closeness of Lance’s body.

***
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IT WAS JUST AFTER ELEVEN when they returned to the condo. Savannah slid off her heels and grabbed a sparkling water from the refrigerator before she took her normal place on one of the stools at the island and checked her messages.

She sighed when she saw the one from her mom, and she immediately pulled up a search she’d already started for used cars that met her parents’ needs and were in their price range.

She’d been looking for almost half an hour when Lance came out of his bedroom.

He’d changed clothes and taken a shower. She knew because he smelled like soap and wore nothing but a pair of dark gray sleep pants. They were the kind he always wore to bed. Not regular cotton or flannel, but some sort of soft, thin material that clung to the lines of his body and rode low on his lean hips, revealing the flat muscles of his abs and an occasional hint of dark hair when the waistband dipped too low.

Her eyes crawled over him greedily as he grabbed a bottle of water from the refrigerator, but she managed to look back down at her phone before he turned around.

“You’re still dressed. Juicy messages from Prince Charming to answer?” He unscrewed the bottle top and took a swig.

She gave him a perfunctory eye roll before she focused on her search again. “Definitely. But don’t ask me to share the steamy details. These texts would make you blush for sure.”

That felt like a good enough retort to pass, so she scrolled down the listings on her phone, making a face as she saw the choices.

“What’s the matter?” he asked after a minute.

She’d expected him to head for his bedroom. He got up early most mornings, so he usually didn’t stay up all that late. But he’d leaned against the counter to drink his water and was obviously watching her.

“Nothing.”

“It’s either something or you’re about to go through a painful breakup with your phone.”

She exhaled and slumped against the island, putting down her phone and giving up. He was way too observant to lie to, so she usually didn’t try. “I’m looking for a used car for my folks, and I’m not having much luck.”

“What are they looking for?”

“They aren’t picky about the make and model, but they only have four thousand dollars saved up to spend on it, and everything in that price range that would work for them is a piece of junk.”

He rubbed his chest idly. “Can’t you help them up the budget some?”

“I could, yes, but they won’t let me. I already paid off their mortgage and debt, and they won’t let me help with this too.”

“Why not?”

“Because they feel like they’re taking advantage of me. It doesn’t matter how much I tell them they’re not. They’re not going to budge on this.”

“I can definitely see where you got your stubbornness about money from. I’ve never seen people refuse to take a gift when it’s offered.”

“You’ve never seen it because you’ve been surrounded by rich people your entire life. Can you really not imagine people not wanting to feel like a charity case? Is it so hard to believe someone wouldn’t take an unnecessary car when the one they have works just fine?” She was referring to her own car. They’d argued for a month about his wanting to buy her a new car when they got married. She ended up winning that particular debate.

“But obviously your parents’ car isn’t working just fine if they need a new one.”

“They do. The transmission went, and the car isn’t worth the cost of fixing it.”

“And you can’t find any used cars for four thousand dollars?”

“There are some, but they’re small cars, so they wouldn’t work for my parents. They’ve got bad backs and bad hips and bad knees and everything. They need a larger car with seats that are higher and easier to get into. Like a small SUV or a minivan or a larger sedan where the seats aren’t so low to the ground.”

Lance had brought his phone into the kitchen with him, and he started looking at something on it while she talked, so she wasn’t sure whether he was paying attention or not.

She didn’t really care. She never would have explained this situation to him under normal circumstances.

But he’d asked. The least he could do was listen to her answer.

When he seemed absorbed with his phone, she got up to leave, feeling ridiculously disappointed by his distraction.

“Hold on a minute,” he muttered, raising a hand to gesture her to stay. He was putting his phone to his ear as she watched.

She waited, frowning and confused.

“Hey,” he said in the casual tone he always used with his friends. “Sorry it’s so late. But I saw you at the concert tonight, so I thought I’d take a chance you were still awake.” There was a pause while the person on the other end of the call replied. Then Lance continued, “So do you still have that old Lincoln sitting in your garage?”

She blinked. She was standing like an idiot beside her stool with her mouth hanging open slightly.

“That’s what I thought,” Lance went on after another pause. “How’d you like to get rid of it? My wife’s parents are looking for a car, and it might work for them. ... Yeah, they’re not looking for a new car. They just want something that’s more comfortable for them to get in and out of. ... No, of course I’m not expecting you to give it to them. They’d give you thirty-five hundred.”

She started to object since their budget was higher than that, but Lance put a hand up to silence her. She wasn’t in the habit of staying quiet just because he wanted her to, but he was doing something for her right now, so she didn’t argue.

“Okay, fine. They might be willing to swing four thousand, but they don’t want to go over that.”

Savannah held her breath as the other person replied. This really couldn’t be happening. She’d been expecting weeks of painful searching before she found any car that would work at all.

Lance was still on the phone. “Great. Four thousand. They could probably come over tomorrow to check it out if that works for you. If they like it, they can give you a check right then.” He arched his eyebrows at her in a wordless question, which she answered with a nod. “Great. It’s settled. I’ll give them Gina’s number, and they’ll call about when to come over. Thanks a lot.”

When he disconnected the call, Savannah was hugging her arms to her chest. Her throat was tight, and her breathing was fast, and she had absolutely no idea what to say.

Lance chugged some more of his water before he said, “It’s an old Town Car. His mother used to drive it before she died. It’s got almost no mileage on it at all.”

“A Lincoln Town Car with low mileage has got to be worth more than four thousand dollars.” Her voice was far too raspy.

“Probably, but they’ve been wanting to get rid of it for ages now, and a couple thousand won’t make any difference to them. It’ll probably be a good car for your folks.”

“It sounds perfect. I can’t believe you just made a call and got it.”

He shrugged. He was glancing away like he was self-conscious. “You know.”

“No, I actually don’t know. I’ve never once made a call like you just made.”

“No big deal.”

“It’s a big deal to my parents.”

He wasn’t meeting her eyes. He was drinking more water. When he swallowed, he said, “I’ll give you the number to give to your parents. They’ll probably be able to take it home tomorrow if they like it.”

“I’m sure they will.”

He lifted his gaze at last, and they stared at each other for a few moments. Then he shrugged again and started to head for his bedroom.

“Hey, Carlyle,” she called after him.

He paused, then slowly turned to face her.

“Thanks.”

He gave a little flip of his hand as acknowledgment of her words before he turned to walk away.
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Two
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ON FRIDAY OF THAT WEEK, Savannah slept later than usual, so she didn’t have time to sit around drinking coffee and checking the world out on her phone the way she normally did. Grumbling about the inexplicable cruelty of people who made eight-thirty appointments to get their portraits done, she turned on the shower as soon as she got out of bed.

Her normal daily routine was fairly low maintenance. She only washed her hair every three or four days since it was long, thick, and tended toward dryness. Plus it took a major effort to blow it out straight and smooth the way she liked. She didn’t dress up for work, and she wore only minimal makeup, so it rarely took her more than half an hour to get showered and ready for the day, except on blow-dry mornings.

But this wasn’t one of those days, so it was just after eight when she made it to the kitchen for coffee, and she was relieved to discover Lance had already made a pot in the high-end brewer. She filled up a travel mug, grabbed one of the homemade granola bars that Lance’s housekeeper baked every week, and then decided she could use some vitamin C. She reached into the refrigerator for the juice, only to discover the carafe was basically empty.

Their orange juice was fresh squeezed, of course, and came in a glass jar. Because it was clear, it was usually easy to see how much was left, but it had gotten pushed behind the milk and a couple of half-drunk bottles of white wine, so she didn’t know it was empty until she pulled it out.

She stared in outrage at the small amount of orange liquid swirling at the bottom of the jar.

“Mornin’,” Lance said from behind her. He came striding into the kitchen, looking obnoxiously handsome in a pair of tailored charcoal-gray trousers and a black crewneck sweater. He usually wore suits to work, but he must not have any appointments with clients that morning. They were leaving for the wedding midafternoon, and he probably didn’t want to have to change out of a suit. “Something wrong with the juice?”

“Yes, there’s something wrong with it. You put it back in the refrigerator when it was empty.”

He was filling a travel mug with coffee, but he glanced over his shoulder to scan the bottle she still held. “It’s not empty.”

“It might as well be.”

“Maria is coming today. She’ll restock the refrigerator.”

“But I was going to have a glass right now. Why would you put an empty container back in the refrigerator?”

“It’s not empty.” His eyebrows were lifted just slightly in a typical Lance look. Superior and slightly annoyed. “There’s half a glass left in there. Why would I have wasted it?”

“This is one sip. Not half a glass.”

He let out an exasperated exhale and reached up to grab a small juice glass off a shelf. Then he stepped over so he was right in front of her, took the juice out of her hand, and poured the remainder into the glass.

In the morning, right after he showered, was the only time of day when his hair was tamed into some sort of order. He always combed it back neatly while it was damp, like maybe he actually thought it would stay where he put it. He looked sleeker—harder, just slightly dangerous—without the thick auburn curls in wild disorder around his face. He also smelled way too good. Clean and expensive and somehow better than men were supposed to smell. She breathed him in but didn’t let it distract her from her justifiable indignation.

He handed her the glass with a pointed expression. It wasn’t half, but it was close.

She swallowed the juice down in one gulp. It was a much bigger swallow than she normally would have taken, but she had an argument to win just now. “One sip.”

He met her eyes directly, and they held the gaze as an unspoken challenge. Then—damn him—the corner of his mouth twitched up, and he let out a huff so soft she barely heard it.

But she knew what it was.

Scowling, she set the juice glass in the sink and grabbed her coffee and granola bar. “It’s not funny.”

“It’s kind of funny. Are we secretly a couple from a sitcom?”

She was struggling not to laugh in response to the irrepressible amusement in his eyes, but that just made her more annoyed. Damn the man. Making her laugh just when she was about to win an argument. “I know you’re used to thinking only of yourself, but it would be nice if you’d acknowledge that I live here too and that putting mostly empty containers back into the refrigerator is rude and insensitive.”

“I must be growing on you. It wasn’t so long ago that you assumed I could never be anything except rude and insensitive.” He took his coffee and walked with her to the entryway of the condo. He was smiling for real now. Looking way to cocky. Like he’d somehow come out of this encounter the winner.

He hadn’t.

She slid on the pair of black ankle boots she’d been wearing the day before and had left by the door. They pulled together her slim-cut black pants and gray sweater. She wanted to look decent since they’d be driving up to Virginia later for the wedding.

Lance had been putting his shoes on too, but now he was scanning her out of the corner of his eye.

“What?” she demanded.

“We match today.” His mouth quirked up again.

She looked down at herself. And then over at him. He was right. The colors were reversed, but they were both wearing the same shades of gray and black.

Her belly fluttered with a flurry of butterflies. For no reason at all.

She reached down for her leather bag on the floor and tried to think of something clever to say.

“It can only work to our benefit,” Lance continued. “People will really believe we’re growing into an old married couple.”

“Oh, shut up and stop smirking. And don’t think you’re forgiven about the orange juice.”

As retorts went, that wasn’t one of her best, but it was all she could manage at the moment.

***
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SHE FINISHED WITH HER appointments by eleven, so she headed to her parents’ house to take them out to lunch and then help put up their laundry. Her parents were good about tidying up after themselves, but they could no longer handle the heavy housecleaning, so she went over at least once a week to help them out with it. And she often did odd jobs for them like folding shirts, which was difficult for her mother because of her bad shoulder.

When they finished, her mother insisted she stay for a cup of tea and some cookies. Savannah wasn’t hungry after lunch, but she didn’t need to be back at the condo until two, which would give her plenty of time to pack for the trip, so she sat at the kitchen table and waited until her mother came over with two steaming mugs and a plate of grocery-store chocolate-chunk cookies.

“Thank you for helping with those shirts,” her mother said. She was exactly Savannah’s height and had been plump all her life. She’d long since regained the weight she’d lost while she was on chemo, and she looked like herself again with gray hair and a mostly unlined, smiling face. “But you know you never have to do things like that for us.”

“I know. You tell me every single time.”

“But I worry that we put too much on you. I hope you don’t feel pressure to—”

“Mom, please stop. I don’t feel pressure. I only do what I want to do. If I didn’t want to help y’all out, I just wouldn’t.” Savannah’s voice was light and casual. Her mother was just as unsentimental as she was and just as averse to conversation that was too emotionally intense.

“But you have your own place to take care of.”

She snorted. “Lance’s housekeeper comes in twice a week and does everything. There’s no housework for me to do at all there.”

“Maybe. But you’re sure you’d tell us if we ask too much of you?”

“Yes, I’m sure.”

“Because I know you’d rather be out in California, making your dreams come true and—”

At that, Savannah couldn’t help but laugh. “You know as well as I do that my dreams of making Oscar-winning movies were never going to come true.”

“But you gave up a great job—”

“I gave up a decent job but not a dream job. I probably could have moved up the ladder there, but it still wouldn’t have been what I dreamed about. I liked that job just fine, but I like what I’m doing now too.” She took a bite of cookie before she added, “Being happy doesn’t mean having all your dreams come true. If it did, we’d all need to be billionaires and married to bearded Chris Evans. I want to be close to the people I love and have a job that lets me do what I’m good at. Right now that means being here and doing this.”

Her mom reached over to pat her arm, which was as physically affectionate as she got. “I’m glad you think that now, because you spent your childhood trying to get out of Green Valley. I always understood why. Don’t think I don’t know how hard it was for you to be surrounded by so many kids who got everything they wanted without trying while you had to work so hard for everything and still not always get what you deserved.”

Savannah was starting to get uncomfortable with the seriousness of the conversation. She squirmed slightly in her chair and sipped her tea. “It wasn’t that bad, Mom. I had friends in my same situation.”

“Yes, but you also had to watch kids live fantasy lives. I don’t blame you for being bitter about it. Anyone would. But I’m glad to see you’ve been growing a little less resentful than you used to be. Lance has been a good influence on you.”

Savannah almost choked on her tea. “Lance has never been a good influence on anyone. He’s a world-class jackass.”

Her mother laughed and patted her arm again. She was really in a sappy mood this afternoon with all this arm patting. “I know you think you believe that, but it doesn’t seem like you do. The way you talk about him has changed over the past several months. You don’t hate him anymore. In fact, I think you might even like him now.”

Blushing for no good reason, Savannah tried to hide it by taking a long sip of tea. “I do not like him, Mom. Please don’t start getting ideas. You know exactly why I married him.”

“Yes, I know. But what does that have to do with the way you feel about him now? You’ve gotten to know him better. He’s not as bad as you thought he was.”

Savannah wanted to argue, but she stopped herself because she genuinely tried not to lie to her family. Or to herself. She made a face as she mumbled, “Maybe not quite as bad.” She had to take comfort in a couple of bites of cookie after such a difficult admission.

Laughing again, her mom said, “He’s improved a lot as he’s grown up. Even I can see it. And I always thought he wasn’t as completely self-centered as all his friends, even when he was a teenager.”

“Mom, he got me fired from my job! He was as self-centered as it’s possible to be.”

“I know he got you fired. And it was terrible. But do you really think he knew what was going to happen when he talked to the manager? Did he know you were going to get fired because of one little thing he said?”

“How could he not know it?”

“He was barely more than a kid himself. And there’s no way I believe he was trying to get you fired.”

Savannah shook her head, wondering when her mother had put on rose-colored glasses about Lance. “If he didn’t know how it was going to play out, then he was a clueless idiot. And whether he meant for it to happen or not, he still did it.”

“Yes, he did. But that was almost fifteen years ago. He’s changed, just like you have. And you might start to think about how you’re going to feel after this marriage is over in a few months.”

“Relieved. I’m going to feel relieved.”

“Are you?”

“Yes. There’s nothing about this marriage I like except the money. So please remove any other thoughts about it.”

“Okay, Van.” Her mother’s smile was knowing, slightly ironic. It made Savannah decidedly nervous. “All other thoughts are now removed.”

***
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AT FOUR THIRTY THAT afternoon, Savannah was in the passenger seat of Lance’s SUV, on her way north to southwestern Virginia. Lance’s cousin was getting married at a prestigious winery in the Blue Ridge Mountains, and the wedding party was staying in a luxury mountain resort nearby. Since Lance was in the wedding, they were driving up early and not coming home until Sunday morning.

Savannah had been to a few of these wedding weekends with Lance before, so she knew what to expect. Two days of dressing up and fake smiling while surrounded by the trappings of over-the-top wealth.

At least the timing was perfect. They were at peak season for the autumn leaves, and the scenery as they drove was already stunning. She spent the trip looking at it since she didn’t have much else to do. Lance was listening to some sort of indie rock. It wasn’t bad music, but she wasn’t familiar with it, so it didn’t hold her attention. He’d let her switch to something else if she asked, but she wasn’t in the mood.

Her conversation with her mother was making her uncomfortable with Lance. She’d tried to push it out of her mind, but the questions kept coming back to her, causing her to feel weird and nervous. So she’d been quiet with him since they’d loaded the car and left Green Valley.

They’d hardly talked in the hour and a half they’d been driving, so she was surprised when Lance asked out of the blue, “Is there something going on with you?”

“What are you talking about?”

“I don’t know. You tell me.” He was focused on the road and not on her, and his voice was as insouciant as normal.

“I don’t have anything to tell you.”

“While I might appreciate an occasional reprieve from your insults, it’s not like you to be so quiet for so long. Until just now, we went ninety-four minutes without saying a word. It’s kind of creepy. I can’t help but wonder if you’re plotting something over there.”

She snorted. “People can occasionally be quiet without having nefarious motives.”

“Maybe. But you usually aren’t.” He paused for a minute before he added lightly, “You still mad about the orange juice?”

“What? Are you serious? Of course not.” She hadn’t even thought about the orange juice since she’d left the condo this morning.

“All right then.” He gave her a quick, searching glance that immediately shifted into his normal leisurely indifference. “Have I innocently stumbled into offending you in some other way and now have to watch my back for fear of retaliation?”

“Innocent? It’s got to be three decades since you’ve done anything innocently.”

“Fine. Swap the word out to unintentionally and answer the question.”

She stared at his profile. The clear hazel eyes. The deep dimple in his chin. The way his hair flopped forward onto his broad forehead. His fingers were wrapped loosely around the steering wheel. His shoulders and jaw were relaxed.

He turned to look at her with arched eyebrows.

“No,” she said, vaguely surprised that he was genuinely waiting for her to answer. “You haven’t offended me.”

He murmured, “Okay” almost under his breath.

Her heart was racing like crazy. She had no idea why. To cover, she did what she always did. Quipped, “You haven’t offended me in any way—other than heartless insensitivity with the orange juice and a lifetime of self-indulgence and depravity.”

Lance chuckled. “Well, I’m used to your being offended about that. But if I haven’t offended you in a new way, then why have you been so quiet?”

She swallowed and stared out the window. She wasn’t about to answer his question honestly since that would mean talking about the conversation with her mother, but she didn’t know what else to say. She wondered why he was even asking. He wasn’t supposed to care what she did as long as she fulfilled the terms of their prenup.

“Savannah?”

She turned her head toward him with an openly annoyed look. “What?”

“Are your parents okay?”

“Yes!” She was so surprised by the question that she blurted the answer out. “They’re fine.”

“They like the car?”

“Oh yes, they love it. It’s got less than twenty thousand miles on it, and the seats are really comfortable. It’s perfect for them. And you should see my dad driving it around town. He’s had Fords all his life, and he’s been perfectly happy with them, but he’s so proud of having a Lincoln.” She had no idea why she was rambling on like this.

Lance smiled, slanting her quick looks as she talked. “Good for him.”

“Thanks again for arranging it for them.”

“You’ve already thanked me. You don’t have to do it again. All I did was make a phone call.”

“Yeah. But some of us don’t know what it’s like to be able to arrange the sale of a perfect car for far less than it’s worth with nothing more than a phone call.”

He nodded as if to acknowledge what she said was true. “I’m good at that kind of thing. It’s what I do.”

“Yeah, I bet. You and your corporate consultant mojo can occasionally come in handy.” She paused, realizing she sounded teasing without the slightest hint of bitterness. Exactly as her mother had implied she was feeling toward Lance. It scared her so much she added, “But you don’t really think, no matter how good at it you are, you could ever have built a successful business as a corporate consultant or gotten my folks that car if you hadn’t been born with money and connections.”

Lance was as smart as she was, and he’d always done well in school without trying very hard. After graduating from an Ivy League college, he’d gotten both a JD and an MBA before coming back to Green Valley to set up his business. As an independent corporate consultant, he was brought in by businesses who were in legal or financial trouble or were going through major transitions or sudden growth. At first he’d gotten jobs through the people he already knew, but he’d quickly developed an impressive reputation and got calls now from businesses all over the country.

Lance wasn’t looking at her anymore. “I know that. And if I ever forget, I always have you to keep reminding me.”

Savannah focused out the window at the mountains, her stomach twisting in nerves. She didn’t know what to say.

After just a minute, Lance added, “There’s a scenic overlook coming up. You want to stop and take some pictures?”

She blinked at him, startled by the offer. “Yeah, I’d like to if you don’t mind. The leaves are stunning this weekend.”

“We’ve got plenty of time. We’re just half an hour out now, I think, and I’d like to stretch my legs anyway.”

When he’d parked the car, she reached into her bag to pull out the camera she always carried around with her. It was a high-quality digital bridge camera with enough features to take good photos but still small enough to regularly keep with her. She got out of the car and snapped some pictures. Then she switched it to video mode and panned the scenery and the people who’d stopped like them to admire the view. There were only three cars, and she lingered with the camera on Lance, who’d walked to the other side of the overlook and was talking to an elderly couple who’d gotten out of an RV.

He’d put on his sunglasses since the clouds were breaking up, and his expression was the one she’d mentally labeled his “nice smile.” It had only a slightly sardonic edge to it.

She wondered what he was talking to them about. She lowered the camera and headed toward him.

Her hopes of overhearing the conversation were dashed when he glanced over as she got closer. “You ready?”

“Anytime. I’m not in a hurry.”

He started toward her, turning to say to the couple, “Enjoy your trip.”

“Thanks,” the woman said. “You and your pretty wife do the same.”

Savannah’s mouth parted slightly as she processed that comment. She peered at Lance questioningly as they walked back toward the SUV.

“What?” he asked softly. His eyes were hidden behind his sunglasses, so she couldn’t read his expression very well.

“What was that about?”

“What was what about?”

She rolled her eyes. “You know what. How did I become your pretty wife?”

“You’ve always been my pretty wife.” At her look, he relented with a soft laugh. “They were asking me about you since it was clear you knew what you were doing with the camera. Then they told me I was a lucky man to have such a pretty, talented wife.”

Her cheeks warmed slightly. Hopefully he’d think it was the brisk breeze. “You are a lucky man. Not many spoiled assholes get the benefit of a wife who’ll tell him exactly what she thinks of him—even if it’s just for a year.”

As they walked, he’d put a hand on her back, an instinctive gesture of moving her in the direction they were going. Usually he only did that when they were around people they knew, but he was probably just in the habit now. His hand was higher than usual. Above her shoulder blades. His thumb was lightly brushing the bare skin at the back of her neck.

It made her shiver a little.

They reached the car before he could answer. He walked with her to the passenger side and opened the door. She had no idea what he was thinking and gazed up at him in anxious confusion.

“I never doubt how lucky I am,” he said.

She gulped. Was he serious? She still didn’t know the answer when she’d settled in her seat, returned the camera to her bag, and hooked her seat belt.

By that point, Lance was behind the steering wheel again. He took off the sunglasses and gave the corner of his mouth a smug quirk. He said as if continuing his previous comment, “How could I doubt it? After all, how many times have you told me that everything I’ve got is because I was born lucky?”
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THAT EVENING, AFTER the rehearsal dinner, Savannah and Lance were still sitting at their table, chatting with one of the other groomsmen and his wife—Peter and Melissa. She’d been surprised to discover that she actually liked them. They’d obviously been born into money, but they weren’t particularly snobbish or entitled. They were smart and funny, and Savannah enjoyed herself at dinner.

As far as she could tell, Lance was enjoying himself too.

The groom was a cousin of his, so he knew or was related to most of the wedding party. They were laughing about a story he was telling about a disastrous dinner with a client when a dark-haired little girl came over to their table.

Savannah couldn’t remember the names of all the people she’d met, but she did recall that this child was a flower girl. A niece of the groom, so she was also related to Lance.

She looked about eight or nine, and she was cute with big brown eyes and a serious expression. “You said we could practice,” she said, peering up at Lance.

He raised his eyebrows slightly. “We can definitely practice, but I thought maybe we’d do it tomorrow morning.”

The little girl frowned. “I want to practice now. There’s music.”

There was a string quartet in the corner of the large banquet room, providing accompaniment to the dinner.

Savannah still had no idea what they were talking about, and she gave her husband a tilt of her head.

He obviously saw the unspoken question. “I told Holly I’d help her practice dancing so she’d be ready for the reception.” He looked back at the girl. “This isn’t really dancing music. Why don’t we wait until tomorrow morning?”

“So you’re not going to practice with me?” Holly’s eyes were huge and betrayed.

Lance’s face twisted before it settled into a resigned smile. “Yes, I’m going to help you practice. I guess we could try a little bit now. We’ll do the best we can with this music.”

Savannah watched in astonishment as he got up, took the girl’s hand, and then led her to a corner of the room that was free of tables and people. There, he leaned over enough to help her get her hands in a dancing position, and the two of them began to make halting steps in a vague semblance of a dance.

“Oh my God, he’s adorable,” Melissa gasped, leaning forward so she could see the inexplicable couple more clearly. “You’ve got to get a picture.”

Savannah was already reaching into her purse to pull out her camera. Something strange was throbbing inside her. Something emotional. There was no way she could find a name for it, but it started in her chest and filled her entire body. She snapped some pictures before she switched to video mode and filmed Lance’s dance with the little girl.

She’d never seen him interacting with a child before. He wasn’t a kid person. His friends were in their thirties, but a lot of them hadn’t even married yet. And those that had were waiting to have children so they could focus on their career or keep having fun. They were reaching the point in their lives when they were thinking in that direction, which was why she’d been to six different weddings with him since they’d gotten married, but this was a first.

Lance was smiling now—looking slightly self-conscious but with no hint of irony. His attention was entirely on the girl, and Holly was obviously having a grand time. After a minute, Savannah zoomed in on his face with her camera lens, focusing briefly on the slight sheen of sweat on his forehead, the dark stubble on his jaw, one wayward curl against his neck.

They danced for about ten minutes, and when Lance finally straightened up, half the room broke into applause for them. Everyone had been watching the little scene.

Savannah put her camera down and waited while Lance thanked Holly and then strode back over toward her. He looked as confident and sophisticated as ever, but something made her think he was slightly uncomfortable.

He wasn’t at all shy. He never minded being the center of attention. So she wasn’t sure what might be prompting his mood except he just wasn’t used to dealing with a kid.

He slid into his seat, smiling dryly at Melissa and Peter, who were openly laughing at him. It was a minute before he turned his head slowly toward Savannah. He lifted his eyebrows. “Nothing to say?”

“Nope.” She hid a smile and felt the ridiculous urge to hug herself. “Not a word.”

“I don’t believe you. You always have something to say, and I just gave you prime fodder for mockery.”

“I don’t need to say a word.” She leaned over toward him. She was supposed to be a loving wife, so she needed to act like she was overcome with sappy feelings. And she wasn’t going to let it matter that it wasn’t entirely an act. She slid a hand across his back to rub his shoulder and pressed a kiss against his jaw. He smelled very faintly like the expensive aftershave he used when he dressed up. “Because I’ve got the whole thing filmed for posterity.”

That made all of them laugh. Lance himself was laughing as he turned his head toward her unexpectedly, brushing his lips against her mouth. “You better put it in a vault because I’m going to sneak into your bag and erase it just as soon as I have the opportunity.”

***
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SHE AND LANCE HAD A large room in the luxury resort hotel. It boasted beautiful furniture, a king-size bed, and a large balcony with sweeping mountain views.

It was late when they finally got up to the room, and Savannah hurried to beat Lance into the bathroom. She washed up, brushed her teeth, and changed into a tank top and cotton pajama pants before she returned to the bedroom.

Lance was digging for something in his suitcase, but he glanced up when she came out. “You done in there?”

“Yeah. The shower is yours.”

She got in bed and fiddled with her phone as she listened to the shower spray, trying not to think about what Lance looked like naked in the shower. Hot water streaming down the tan, freckled skin and the sculpted contours of his shoulders, arms, and abs. She’d managed to settle herself down emotionally after watching him dance with the girl, and she was feeling tired and just slightly unsettled now. She pushed the visuals of Lance in the shower out of her mind—she didn’t need anything else to disturb her tonight.

He was in the shower for about twenty minutes, and he came out wearing a pair of black sleep pants and nothing else. He smelled like soap. She’d already turned off most of the lights, so she didn’t have the opportunity to leer at his body.

It was just as well.

She really shouldn’t be leering right now. Not when they were sharing the same bed.

They’d shared a bed before. But only when they were traveling together, which wasn’t all that often. They usually did just fine. They respected each other’s privacy and boundaries and had very few uncomfortable moments.

But she was in a weird mood tonight, and she didn’t trust herself to be this close to him.

She was determined not to do anything stupid.

He exhaled deeply as he climbed under the covers, as if he was intentionally relaxing. The sound was thick. Oddly carnal.

It triggered a hot throb between her legs.

She shifted positions and tried to break the mood by saying, “That was a long shower.”

It felt like he was smiling in the dark. “Well, what do you expect after nine months of forced celibacy? It takes some time to jerk off twice in the shower.”

“Very classy, Carlyle.”

His head was turned toward her. “Which one bothers you? My jerking off twice or talking about it?”

“Talking about it. What happens between your dick and your hand is entirely your own business.”

He chuckled. “Well, I gave myself a very nice time just now, so I’m ready to get some sleep.”

She groaned and wished they hadn’t started talking about this topic. It was giving her visuals that were making her way too excited. “So do it. Nothing’s stopping you from sleeping but your own obnoxiousness. But just so you know, some of us can sleep without first indulging in a one-man orgy.”

He was still laughing softly as she rolled over onto her side, facing away from him.

Maybe it was because the low-level simmering arousal she’d been feeling most of the day hadn’t been satisfied, but it took her a long time to fall asleep. She was acutely aware of Lance sleeping on his back beside her, one of his hands resting on top of the covers between them.

She felt every move he made. Heard every breath.

She wanted to roll over and cuddle up against him. She wanted to kiss a line down his chest until she reached the flat expanse of his belly. She wanted to know how he felt beneath her hand. Obviously she resisted the impulse.

Hopefully she wouldn’t accidentally do anything in her sleep.
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Three


[image: image]


SHE MANAGED TO SLEEP on her own side of the bed that entire night. It was the following night—after the wedding—that she got into trouble.

Usually she didn’t sleep deeply when she was in bed with Lance, but she’d had a few glasses of wine at the reception, and they didn’t get to bed until after midnight. So sometime in the wee hours, she fell deeply asleep. She must have been dreaming, although she didn’t remember it.

The first thing she was aware of upon waking the following morning was the most intense flood of desire she’d ever experienced. Her body throbbed, ached, burned. She was sweating so much her pajamas were sticking to her skin. As consciousness slowly dawned through the haze of sleep, she realized she was rubbing up against something nice and warm and firm. She was also fuzzily aware of a soft, low voice.

“You’ve got to wake up. Shit, you’re killing me here, Savannah. You’ve got to wake up right now.”

She liked the sound of that thick voice. She liked the feel of the body halfway beneath her. She liked whatever she was holding in her hand. She gave a little moan of pleasure because she liked it all so much.

“Oh shit. Oh fuck. Please wake up before I lose it. Savannah.”

It was the last word. His saying her name almost sharply. She realized who it was.

Lance.

And he was begging her to wake up.

She was suddenly hit with full awareness. She knew where she was and what she was doing. And who she was doing it to.

She gasped and jerked away from him. Her hand had been at his groin, wrapped around a full erection through the soft, thin fabric of his sleep pants. She released him as she rolled away and sat up, arousal still pulsing painfully between her legs. “I’m sorry. Oh God. What am I doing?”

He groaned in naked relief and pushed himself up to a sitting position. His hair was a mess, and his cheeks were flushed. His skin had broken out with a sheen of perspiration, but his voice was light and familiar as he said, “You were evidently having a very good dream. I had a hard time waking you up.”

“I’m sorry.” Her blush burned her cheeks and went all the way down to her chest. “You should have woken me up earlier, before it got to that point.”

His eyes slanted up at her face with quick scrutiny, but his mouth twitched with dry amusement. “I was asleep too. The first thing I knew, I was hard as a rock and you were using my body as your personal sex toy.”

She sucked in an indignant breath. “I was asleep. I never would have—”

“You think I don’t know that?” For the first time he looked almost annoyed. “I know perfectly well you’d never deign to touch me if you weren’t completely unaware of doing so. It’s no big deal. I’ve had morning wood many times before.”

That had been more than a normal morning erection. She’d been rubbing up against him all over. She’d had her hand wrapped around him. She wondered if it were possible to literally melt from mortification.

He added in a teasing tone that was almost gentle, “I’ll just count it toward the mountain of the sexual suffering I’ve experienced since I married you.”

She didn’t want him to be gentle. It wasn’t like him. It made her even more upset and embarrassed.

And what was worse was that she was still struggling with the desire to crawl back over to him, press her body against his, feel him all over again.

He stood with a soft moan, his expression twisting in obvious discomfort. He reached down and adjusted his erection as he straightened. It was obviously an automatic gesture, but it drew her attention to that part of his body. She could see the shape of him beneath the fabric, and she really liked the looks of it. She couldn’t seem to help it.

“I’m going to take a shower,” he said, pushing a hand through his tangled curls, “unless you need to get in there first.”

“No, go ahead.” She did need to pee, but it wasn’t too uncomfortable at the moment, and she needed to be alone to pull herself together.

He limped into the bathroom, and she heard the shower turn on almost immediately. She listened to the muffled sound of the spray, trying not to imagine how he looked in there, all naked and aroused. She knew what he was doing, but she tried not to see it in her mind.

She really shouldn’t be visualizing it.

Flopping back down on the bed, she could no longer resist the impulse. She slipped her hand beneath the waistband of her pajamas and rubbed her clit in a fast, urgent circular motion. It only took her a couple of minutes to come because she was already so aroused.

Afterward, she stared up at the ceiling and panted until her breathing returned to normal.

She felt as embarrassed as a teenager at her own body. It clearly wanted Lance in a way the rest of her didn’t.

And she was having no success in getting her body to change its mind.

***
[image: image]


THEY DROVE BACK TO Green Valley later that morning, and the trip was quiet and uncomfortable. She tried—she really did—to respond to him with her normal, easy banter, but she couldn’t muster the energy or will.

It wasn’t any better the following day, so she did her best to avoid him. She got going earlier than normal—while he was still working out—and then she spent the evening with her parents so she wouldn’t run into him around the condo.

They didn’t normally have meals or hang out together at home—they always did their own thing. But it was impossible not to see each other fairly regularly as they were living under the same roof, and she needed distance right now.

She did the same thing for the following two days, until trying to avoid him was becoming a habit for her. It wasn’t any fun, but it was safer than running into him and then maybe doing or saying something stupid.

But she slipped up on Thursday morning. She overslept and so wasn’t dressed and out the door before seven fifteen, which was when he usually came back from his workout and run.

It upset her unduly. She raced through her shower and threw on jeans and a sweater. She was in the process of filling a travel mug with coffee when she heard the front door open.

Lance was panting and sweating like normal. He strode toward the kitchen and came to a sudden stop when he realized she was still there.

He froze, his eyes raking over her face and body with a strange, searching urgency before the corner of his mouth turned up. “Ah. Didn’t get out of here soon enough, did you?”

“What is that supposed to mean?” Leave it to Lance to get her defensive in less than fifteen seconds.

“You know exactly what it means. You’ve been avoiding me for three days now.”

“I have not.” She had no idea why she was bothering to lie, but she was. “I’ve been busy.”

“Uh-huh. You’ve been busy from seven in the morning to nine o’clock at night all week.” He went over to the counter, grabbed a couple of paper towels, and wiped his damp face. “You’re really expecting me to buy that?”

“I’m not expecting you to buy anything. What I do isn’t your business.”

“Then why go out of your way to avoid me? Aren’t you tired yet of hiding all day long?”

The truth was she was exhausted. Lance’s condo wasn’t her home, but it was as close as she had to one right now except her parents’ house. And spending all evening with her parents wasn’t exactly the most relaxing of scenarios. She really wanted to come home at a normal time and spend the evening in the condo like she used to.

She didn’t know what to say though, so she didn’t say anything.

“What’s the problem, Savannah? So you had a sexy dream and groped me a little. Who the hell cares about that? Do you really think I’m gonna get uptight about something so minor?”

“No. I don’t think you’d get uptight about anything.”

“Then what is it?” His tone had been casual before, but it wasn’t so much anymore. “I caught you with your vibrator, and you just shrugged it off. How is this worse than that?”

The answer to his question was that he was actively involved this time rather than being a brief observer. And maybe she felt a little different about him now than she had a few months ago.

But she couldn’t tell him either of those things without revealing far too much. She swallowed and clenched her hand around the travel mug she still held.

“Savannah?” He wasn’t light and teasing anymore. He was almost urgent—something he never was.

She had to give him an answer. He wasn’t going to let this go. She blew out a breath and said, “I’m just embarrassed.”

“I know that much, but I still don’t understand why.”

She rolled her eyes, for the first time feeling more like herself. “Only a smug, clueless asshole wouldn’t understand why I might be embarrassed. I had your dick in my hand.”

He gave a huff of amusement, his mouth relaxing. “Uh, yeah, I vividly remember that little fact. But you were asleep. I know you didn’t do it on purpose. And believe it or not, my dick isn’t so sacrosanct that mountains fall and oceans dry up because it accidentally gets touched.”

Laughter threatened to spill out of her. She barely managed to control herself enough to quip back. “If that’s true, then why do you possess and worship a sacred symbol of your penis in the form of that ridiculous car?”

Lance laughed openly, his hazel eyes deliciously warm, and she couldn’t hold back her amusement anymore. She sipped her coffee as she giggled, the tension in her chest finally loosening for the first time since Sunday morning.

“So you’ll stop hiding?” he asked, glancing away almost self-consciously.

“I wasn’t hiding.”

“Uh-huh.”

“I was just taking a much-needed break from your obnoxiousness.”

“But your break is over now?”

“Yes, it’s over now.”

“You’ll be around this evening?”

“Yes. Why? Do you need me to do something with you?”

“No. No. Not until that dinner on Saturday.”

“Okay.” She stared at him, shifting from foot to foot and wondering why she was suddenly nervous. “I better get going. I do have an early appointment this morning.”

He was finally moving to the refrigerator to get some water. “See you later then.”

She grabbed her bag and left, feeling a lot better than she had since she’d gone to bed on Saturday.
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SHE GOT IN JUST BEFORE five that afternoon and took a long shower, then changed into yoga pants and a loose V-neck top. It was nice being home on her own for a while, with nothing more pressing to do than watch TV and run some laundry.

Lance usually got home on weekdays anytime between five and seven. Sometimes he went back out to have dinner or hang out with his friends, but not all the time.

It was a little after six when she heard the front door open.

“You here?” he called out.

He wasn’t in the habit of asking for her whereabouts when he returned from work, but she figured he was just verifying that their conversation that morning had addressed the awkwardness.

“Yes, I’m here.”

He appeared around the corner of the entryway, wearing one of his business suits and carrying a large bag of take-out containers. He gave her a little smile when he saw her. “I’ve got Marco’s if you want any.”

She straightened up, her eyes widening. “You got Marco’s? Why?”

Marco’s was her favorite restaurant, an Italian place about half an hour away from Green Valley. Lance had no way of knowing that Marco’s was her favorite, but it was popular and she wasn’t surprised he’d get food there. She just didn’t know why he would have made such a long trip out of town for takeout.

Lance gave a half shrug. “I had a meeting with a client in Charlotte, so I grabbed something on my way back. If you’ve already eaten, it’ll save.”

“I haven’t eaten.” Now that there was a reasonable explanation for the surprise food, she was excited about it. She got up and hurried over to start digging into the bag.

Oh my God. He’d gotten two different pasta dishes. Plus her favorite flatbread. Plus two side salads. Plus two pieces of coconut cream cake.

“God, Carlyle. You got enough food for an army.”

“Just pick out what you want, and we can save whatever’s left over.” He’d taken off his shoes at the door and was now shrugging out of his suit jacket and pulling his tie loose. “Hopefully there’s something in there you like.”

For someone who didn’t know her favorites, he sure had done a good job of picking the food. Maybe he’d noticed what she’d ordered from Marco’s in the past, but it wasn’t likely he’d remember trivial details. No, he’d probably gotten what he liked himself, and it luckily matched with her preferences.

While she was debating the options, he wandered into the wine closet and came out with a bottle of cabernet. Yes, he had a whole wine closet. It was another thing rich people of Green Valley had that normal people like her wouldn’t have dreamed of.

“You want some of this?” he asked, pulling down two wineglasses from a shelf.

“Sure.” The half-hour drive had necessitated some warming up of the food, so she put the flatbread in the oven and zapped the pasta just enough to get it hot again.

Lance had set her glass of wine and one of the side salads at her normal seat at the island, so she sat down there when her plate was ready. A minute or two later, he sat beside her with a couple of pieces of flatbread and the pasta she hadn’t chosen.

She figured his generosity in bringing home Marco’s deserved some polite conversation, so she asked, “How was your meeting?”

He blinked. “What meeting?”

“The one in Charlotte you had today.”

“Oh. Yeah. It was fine. Just an interest meeting. I’m not sure if they’re going to work with me or not.”

“What’s the company? Some Fortune 500 getting sued because they cheated investors out of their life savings?” She was teasing in their normal manner, so she was surprised by his reaction.

“No.” He frowned, a forkful of salad poised in front of his mouth.

“I was just joking.”

“I don’t take jobs like that. You don’t think I do, do you?”

“N-no.” The truth was she had assumed he would take a job like that. She figured that came with the territory in corporate consulting. Businesses did dirty dealings all the time, and consultants would have to factor that into their work.

“That’s what my dad did. I won’t work with a business that does that.”

When Lance was seventeen, his father was arrested for embezzlement. Because he was rich and white, he’d only served two years in prison, and his wife and a lot of the community had immediately forgiven him. But it had destroyed Lance’s relationship with his parents.

Savannah knew that. She’d been young when it happened, but she’d been smart and observant enough to pick up nuances. She should have known that Lance would never work with anyone who cheated other people out of their money the way his father had.

“I’m sorry,” she mumbled, staring down at her plate. “I know you wouldn’t.”

“I wouldn’t,” he repeated as if he didn’t believe her.

“I know.” She glanced over almost shyly. “I’m glad.”

He nodded soberly and finally ate the bite of salad on his fork.

Her heart twisted and her throat ached. She really needed to shift the mood—it was giving her wrong ideas about being close to him. About wanting to be closer. She sipped her wine and asked, “So who did you meet with for real this afternoon?”

His expression cleared. “It’s a small business. A local coffee shop that wants to expand with a couple of new sites. They’re committed to the expansion, but they’re not sure they can afford my fees. I showed them how it would be worth it, but it is a big up-front investment.”

“Do you ever give discounts?”

“Yeah. Definitely. I never make small businesses pay as much as big companies. But even my lowest offer is still a lot for a company like that.” He gave her a lopsided smile. “I like the owners a lot. You’d like them too. They’re your kind of people.”

“And who are my kind of people?”

“They’re smart and funny. They started with nothing and worked really hard, earning their success entirely on their own.”

“Are they a married couple?”

“Yeah. In their forties. I hope they want to work with me.”

“Maybe they will.”

She couldn’t believe they were having a regular conversation—no quips or insults or sarcasm. She was enjoying it. She wanted more.

And that hit her with a sudden flash of fear.

It was like her mother had said last week. She couldn’t—could not—start thinking about Lance like that. She’d end up getting hurt by her own stupidity.

So, in a desperate attempt to return to their normal interaction, she said, “I thought when you said they were my kind of people you meant working in a coffee shop. Remember, I used to do that once upon a time.”

He’d been twirling angel-hair pasta on his fork, but he turned his head with a look in his hazel eyes that was almost disappointed.

Disappointed. As if she didn’t have a right to bring up his past wrongdoing.

She raised her eyebrows pointedly. “Am I supposed to pretend it didn’t happen?”

“Did I suggest you needed to pretend such a thing?”

“No. But I can read your expressions, you know. And you did get me fired back then. Maybe it wasn’t important to you, but it was sure as hell important to me. I needed that job.”

He was chewing, so he didn’t reply immediately. When he swallowed, he raised his wineglass and murmured over the rim, “I know you did.”

“And I’m supposed to forgive and forget just because it was a long time ago?”

“I never asked you to forgive and forget. I’ve always assumed you’d hate me forever because of that.”

“Not just because of that. You also cheated at that Easter egg hunt.”

He made a soft choking sound. “I didn’t cheat.”

“Yes, you did! I found all my eggs on my own, but you convinced a bunch of your friends to give you theirs, so you unfairly ended up with more than me.”

“There wasn’t a rule about not taking eggs from other people.” His voice was amused again, the discomfort of earlier dispelled.

“There didn’t need to be a rule. Any decent person would know that tricking your friends out of the eggs they found wasn’t fair play.”

“I was eight,” he said with a chuckle.

“I was five, and I still knew that you cheated.” She cleared her throat, realizing she was feeling fond again when she shouldn’t be. “Anyway, you weren’t eight when you got me fired.”

He didn’t answer immediately. He stared down at his plate. “I might as well have been,” he finally muttered.

“What does that mean?”

“It means I was a stupid kid. I was being a jerk. You always annoyed me because I could never get you to back down. I thought coming back from college would feel different, but then there you were, looking like... Sneering at me as if I were... You always drove me crazy.” He finally met her eyes again. “I was an asshole to complain just to prove I could hold my own, but I had no idea it would get you fired.”

She froze, biting her lower lip.

“I should have known, but I didn’t.”

“How could you not? You were the son of the Carlyles. I was nobody. Of course I wasn’t going to keep my job.”

He shook his head, looking away. “I was stupid. I didn’t know.”

Maybe she was hopelessly naïve, but she believed him. The knowledge sat like a weight in her gut. She took a weird, shaky breath.

“I know it doesn’t mean anything to you, but I’m sorry.” He was staring at his plate, almost mumbling out the words. “I was sorry back then, and I’m even sorrier now.”

“And it never occurred to you to just tell me that?”

“You wouldn’t have believed a word I said to you back then.”

It was true. It was absolutely true. She didn’t even know why she believed him now.

He seemed to be waiting for a response, so she gave a little nod, hoping that was enough to satisfy him.

It evidently was. He went back to eating, and she was able to enjoy the rest of her meal, feeling like she’d been suddenly freed of a weight she hadn’t known she’d been carrying.
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THEY HAD JUST FINISHED rinsing their dishes and loading them into the dishwasher when there was a sudden banging sound from the terrace.

They both walked over to the sliding glass door and peered out. It was already dark, but the terrace was well lit and the moon was almost full. She could see trees blowing wildly and the water moving violently on the lake. One of the chairs at the outdoor table had blown against the railing.

“What’s happening out there?” Savannah asked, her eyes wide as she looked through the glass. “Are we supposed to be having a hurricane or something?”

“It’s just really strong wind, I guess. Doesn’t look like it’s going to storm.” He appeared just as fascinated by the blowing trees and waves as she was.

Another chair blew over as they watched.

“Maybe we should go bring them in,” she suggested. “No sense letting the wind cause any damage.”

Lance was already opening the door.

Together, they brought in the four chairs and the two large potted plants. The table was so heavy there was no way it was going to move.

When they’d rescued the furniture, Savannah went back outside to look out at the lake. The wind was strong and cool but not cold, and the night felt weird and wild and unnatural. Clouds were blowing over the eerie moon and then away from it within seconds.

“It feels like the world is bracing for some kind of supernatural invasion,” Lance said, coming out to stand beside her at the rail.

“I know. I’m not sure if I’d expect ghosts or werewolves or vampires, but something wicked is definitely on its way. Look at that moon.” She gazed up at the sky with wide eyes, enjoying the strong wind against her face.

Her hair was loose and kept blowing into her face. She was used to her hair and it didn’t bother her very much, but Lance reached over to gently move the wayward strands away from her cheeks and eyes, tucking them behind her ear.

She turned toward him in surprise, her heart starting to race at the light touch.

“Doesn’t it annoy you when it gets in your eyes like that?” Lance was gazing down at her, and his eyes looked darker than they were supposed to.

She licked her lips without thinking. “Not really. It’s just my hair. It does what it wants.”

“So does mine,” he admitted.

She laughed and reached up to push a disorderly mass of curls back from his forehead. His hair was softer than she’d expected it would be—big, loose curls rather than tight spirals. She liked the feel of it. Her fingers combed their way through the thick waves. Then her fingertips were rubbing his scalp.

His breath hitched audibly. He seemed to have frozen, gazing down at her with a deep look that made the air between them shudder. His fingers were still wrapped around a piece of her long hair.

And she was petting him. There was no other word for it. She kept moving her hand in his hair, and the texture of it against her skin was better than anything.

She couldn’t make herself stop.

When he finally moved, it was to take a step forward. Slowly. Intentionally. Until there was barely an inch between them.

She didn’t move back. It was all she could do not to pull him forward all the way. Her hand had stopped its caressing motion, but it was still tangled in his curls.

Her heart pounded loudly. Her breath was shallow and quick. She was hot and cold at the same time. The blood in her veins seemed to throb.

He let go of her hair and moved his hand up to her face, just as slow and intentional as the step he’d taken. It was like he was watching, bracing himself, stalking.

Waiting for her to turn and flee.

But she didn’t want to flee. She wanted him to touch her skin.

He cupped one side of her face with his big, warm hand, tilting it back and then holding it in place.

Every cell in her body was pulsing, straining to reach him. When he didn’t make any further moves, she couldn’t hold back anymore. She stretched up toward him, reaching for his mouth with her lips.

He met her halfway.

His mouth brushed lightly against hers at first, but it felt so good that she grabbed for him greedily, pressing against him with her lips, with her whole body.

He made a throaty sound as he raised his second hand to span the curve at the back of her neck. He kissed her harder, his body tightening.

She was returning the kiss like a starving person, wrapping both arms around his neck so she could stretch up to reach his height. She darted her tongue out to taste his lips, and then his tongue was suddenly active, sliding against hers and then farther into her mouth.

Excitement and pleasure surged through her body, centered at the pulsing between her legs.

He turned their bodies so hers was pressed against the railing. It was solid. An immovable melding of thick metal and aesthetic design. It could take all their weight and more without buckling, but the position against the rail made her feel like she was hanging off the edge of the building.

The wind whipped against her hair and clothes—in every place that wasn’t pressed against Lance’s solid heat.

In a sudden flash, she felt like she was falling. She squealed and grabbed for Lance instinctively in a frantic, clumsy move.

He laughed and pulled her away from the railing. “The height too much for you?”

“No, it’s not too much for me.” She was a little embarrassed by her panic, although it was impossible to be annoyed when Lance was looking at her with that warm laughter in his eyes. “But you were pushing me against the railing, and the wind is really strong. And cold.”

“It is kind of chilly.” He gathered her against him, pressing a few little kisses against her mouth. “Maybe we should move this inside where it’s warmer.”

Her heart was still racing with both excitement and the lingering fear, and it was the fear that finally broke through the haze of need and desire that had overwhelmed her.

This was Lance.

Lance Carlyle.

Spoiled, arrogant Lance Carlyle. The same entitled rich boy she’d known all her life.

She couldn’t be kissing him.

“Shit,” she breathed, her throat starting to ache as the situation caught up to her. “What the hell am I doing?”

His hot, soft expression transformed at her words. She saw it happen. There was a quick succession of changing emotions on his face—moving too fast for her to track—but they ended with a familiar lofty amusement. “It was just a kiss.”

“Just a kiss?” She almost choked on the words. “Just a kiss? I can’t be kissing you. What the hell was I thinking?”

He rubbed at his mouth as if he could still feel her lips against it. “You were thinking you wanted to do it.”

“But I don’t.” She was lying, and he probably knew it. She was still fighting the urge to throw herself back into his arms.

So she did the only reasonable thing a girl could do in her situation.

She ran away.
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Four
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SAVANNAH HURRIED TO her room—it was the only place in the condo that was genuinely hers. Even there, the dark wood furniture with its sleek silhouettes and expensive solidity and the smoky blue-and-gray color scheme didn’t really feel like her.

She did like the large picture above the bed. It was an original oil painting, with simple lines and minimal color, of a moth hovering above a lit candle. She stared up at it as she flopped sideways onto the bed.

She’d kissed Lance, and it was probably the stupidest thing she could have done.

The candle in that painting might as well be Lance for her. She was drawn to him just as surely as that moth was drawn to flame, and she’d end up getting burned just as badly.

She knew it. Of course she knew it. Lance was who he was, and he wasn’t going to change. He’d very likely take sex if she offered, but he wasn’t going to want more than that.

And she definitely wasn’t stupid enough to look for more from him.

She lay prostrate for several minutes, her legs hanging over the side of the bed, breathing heavily as she tried to slow her racing heart.

When she finally calmed down, she felt even worse. Because not only did she want to go back and kiss Lance again, but she’d also started feeling guilty about running out on him the way she had.

He’d done absolutely nothing wrong this evening. He’d even waited more than once to see if she would pull away before he made another advance. He might deserve a lot of scorn from her for his attitude and some of his actions in the past, but he didn’t deserve it in this.

He was probably angry. Annoyed with her. Mentally berating her for being weak and changeable and unfeeling. A tease.

She didn’t want him to think that way about her.

She wanted to make him understand.

Without ever making a conscious decision, she was getting off the bed and walking out of her bedroom, her socked feet silent on the area rugs and hardwood floors.

When she turned the corner into the main room—kitchen, dining room, and living room combined—she pulled to a stop. Lance was sitting on a stool at the island, hunched over with one elbow propped up on the counter and his head resting on his hand. He was staring down at his phone, and he might have been reading something there, but the screen was dark.

His fingers were pushed into his tangled hair, rubbing his scalp just slightly. He looked exhausted. Strangely defeated.

Her heart clenched hard.

She stood for a few seconds before he became aware of her presence. He didn’t immediately straighten up or clear his expression. He just turned his head and gave her one of his sidelong looks. There was mockery in the look, but she could swear it was self-directed. Like he wanted to laugh at himself but was too tired to summon the energy.

“You don’t have to tell me,” he said. “I know it all already. You made a huge mistake. It was just a momentary impulse that came out of nowhere and you don’t want to indulge. You’re beating yourself up for being so stupid. You want me to promise never to make a move on you again.”

She stared at him, the ache in her chest rising into her throat. Her hand covered the base of her neck where it was hurting.

He lifted his eyebrows just slightly, his eyes steel gray in the low light. “I’m right, aren’t I?”

She tried to speak but couldn’t, so she walked over to him instead. He was right. He’d summarized everything that had gone through her mind in her room. All she had to do was nod and the subject would be settled for good.

She’d be safe.

She’d never be anything other than she was.

She’d never kiss Lance again.

She’d never get to touch him the way she wanted.

“If you’re feeling sorry for me,” Lance began, finally straightening on the stool and turning his whole body toward her, “I promise you don’t have to. Getting rejected when I kiss someone might not be a common occurrence for me, but I guarantee I can handle it.” He sounded wry now. More like his normal self.

Savannah couldn’t have explained why, but it was the bone-dry tone that made her decision, that assured her he was still Lance Carlyle, too smug and emotionally distant to ever be anything but what he’d always been.

She didn’t say anything. She just reached up with both hands and pulled his head down toward hers, meeting his lips in a kiss.

One of his arms wrapped around her immediately, but she could feel a tension in his shoulders and arms, like he was holding himself back.

She kissed him more eagerly, moving from his upper lip to his bottom one and then giving it a shameless little tug with both her own.

His body jerked just slightly as she released his lip. He pulled back so he could scan her face as his free hand slid up to cup her face. “Is this some sort of punishment for my lifetime of self-indulgence and depravity? You keep kissing me and getting me all excited and then you pull away and run hide in your room.”

“I wasn’t hiding.” The words were automatic because arguing with him was as natural as breathing to her now. She moved one hand to the back of his neck, rubbing the bare skin under his hairline.

“You most certainly were hiding.” He was almost smiling now. “Never seen you so scared in your life.”

She sucked in an outraged breath but got distracted by the stubble on his jaw. She leaned over and brushed her lips along the texture of it.

“Oh fucking shit,” he whispered, tilting his head to the side to give her better access. He was still propped on the stool, but he parted his legs and drew her between them. “You’ve devised a new method of torturing me, haven’t you? Even after I brought you your favorite food.”

“This isn’t torture. Or punishment.” She grabbed a handful of his curls, unable to keep her hands off them.

“Then what is it? Because I’m totally fine with never kissing you again. Until twenty minutes ago, I’d always assumed it was a nonstarter with you, so I never even tried. But if you keep doing this to me, then I’m going to have some trouble not getting my hopes up.”

“You can...” She found his mouth again and ran her tongue along the line of his lips. “... get your... hopes up.”

He grabbed her head and deepened the kiss. His body was blazing hot, his hands and mouth openly eager. When he finally broke away, he began to plant little kisses around her mouth and asked between each one, “Just... how high... should my hopes... get?”

“All the way up,” she murmured, arching back as he lowered his face to her neck so he could tease the throbbing pulse in her throat. “Your hopes can go all the way up.”

She must have surprised him, because he raised his head, eased her a step backward, and stood up.

He took her head in both hands and met her eyes. “Are you serious about this, Savannah? You want to have sex with me?”

It might be easier to just get swept away by passion, but he was checking in with her right now, and she appreciated it. “Yeah. I want to have sex.”

“You sure?”

“Yes, I’m sure.” She rolled her eyes. Surely asking once was enough.

“If you’re going to hate yourself tomorrow morning, it would be better to stop now.”

She scowled. “I’m not going to hate myself. I might hate you if you keep up this interrogation instead of fucking me like I’ve asked.”

He made a choked sound of amusement and reached to pull her back against him. “Consider the interrogation over.” He was almost smiling—that smug, ironic expression that was purely Lance—as he stepped her backward until her butt hit the edge of the dining room table.

He leaned down to kiss her again, and this one was deeper and more intense and almost sloppy in its urgency.

She gave herself up to it completely, letting go of the inhibitions she’d kept around her as a safeguard her entire life and letting herself feel, want, take without reservation.

Lance lifted one of her knees as they kissed and hooked her leg around his thighs. She was too short for their groins to be perfectly aligned, but it was closer now. She rubbed herself shamelessly against him as he slid his tongue against hers.

She was so turned on already that her arousal was a deep ache between her thighs. Her hair was sticking to her face, and Lance’s loosened tie was annoying her. She pulled on it impatiently, trying to get it off.

“Wait,” he gasped, letting go of her thigh so he could rescue his tie. “You’re gonna strangle me if you keep at it that way.”

“Well, get it off. It’s in the way.”

He was chuckling, warm and soft, as he easily undid his tie and pulled it off. As soon as it was gone, she attacked his white dress shirt, unbuttoning it with clumsy fingers and then yanking out the shirttails from his trousers. He wore a white undershirt beneath it, but she was getting closer to his bare chest. She pulled the dress shirt off over his shoulders, only for it to get hung up at the cuffs. They wouldn’t go over his hands.

“Damn it, Lance,” she muttered. “Is it entirely necessary for you to trap yourself in your clothes like this?”

“Hey, you’re the one in charge of this part of the operation. If I were undressing myself, I’d already be buck naked.”

She couldn’t help but giggle at that as she worked on his cuffs. Her attention was focused on the lower part of his body, and she couldn’t help but notice he was hard in his trousers. Visibly erect. Already. He clearly wanted this just as much as she did.

With a silly sound of victory, she finally got the shirt off and flung it over the island.

Lance was smiling down on her as she reached for his T-shirt, and something about the nature of the expression gave her a sudden clench of nerves.

She wasn’t sure exactly why she’d decided to do this, but she was definitely going to do it. She needed to maintain a proper distance in order to come out of it intact on the other side, however, and Lance’s smile was somehow a threat to that distance.

So she said as she unbuckled his belt and slid it out of the loops, “I’ve never had casual sex before.” When he didn’t reply immediately, she glanced up. “If you’re trying to count up the number of times you have, I don’t need an exact figure.”

He laughed softly, very dryly, as he grabbed the bottom of her top and pulled it over her head. “I’ve never had anything except casual sex. So as the expert, I’d suggest you not overthink it and just go with it.”

“That’s my plan.” She grabbed his head again and pulled him down into a kiss. It was just as hot as their last one, and he used the embrace to heft her farther onto the table. She kissed him until she was breathless and squirming with need. Then she broke their mouths apart to pant, “Just so it’s clear, this doesn’t mean I like you now.”

He nuzzled at her ear, causing shivers to run up and down her spine. One of his hands was palming her breast through her bra, chafing the nipple with the heel of his hand. “I never would have thought otherwise.”

She gasped in pleasure at the feel of his mouth and hand. “I still don’t like you.”

“Understood.”

“This is just some sort of hate-sex kind of thing.”

“Nothing in the world wrong with hate sex.” He was mumbling the words out against her skin as he mouthed a line down her neck and then leaned over enough to give her nipple a very soft bite that made her cry out sharply in pleasure.

When her mind was working again, she was able to say as he reached around to unhook her bra, “I guess it’s more like halfway between hate sex and casual sex. Somewhere on the continuum.”

“After waiting nine months, anywhere on the continuum is just fine with me.” When he pulled the fabric away from her breasts, he stared down at them with naked lust. “Shit, you’re gorgeous.”

“Thank you.”

He kept staring, his eyes aflame and his body perfectly still. He was flushed and messy and visibly aroused, and he was almost gaping at her bare breasts.

It was hard not to let that go to her head.

Deciding she’d waited as long as she possibly could, she took her bra out of his hand and flung it over toward his shirt. “I’m ready, Carlyle. Let’s get going.”

He slowly raised his eyes to her face.

“I said I’m ready,” she repeated. “You ready too?”

“I’ve been ready for an endless eternity,” he rasped.

“Nine months isn’t an endless eternity, but it’s long enough. So take off your pants and get moving.” She was already sliding off her yoga pants and panties and left them on the floor where they dropped.

“You want me to get a condom? I’ve got some from last year, although they might be expired by—”

“I’m on birth control. We’re both healthy. We’re fine. Just get going.” It literally felt like her arousal might throb its way right out of her body.

He was working on his trousers as she propped herself back up on the edge of the table. He frowned. “We can use the bed—even for casual-slash-hate sex.”

“No time for that. Just get to work.”

Chuckling, he dropped his pants. He wore black boxer briefs that fit his lean body snugly, and the sight of him in his underwear, his hard-on trapped by the fabric, might have been the sexiest thing she’d ever seen.

“How long does it take to get your dick out?” She grabbed for his shoulders and pulled his body between her legs. “I’m ready now.” Maybe in a different situation she would have been embarrassed by her shamelessness, but she wasn’t remotely embarrassed right then.

She was nothing but hot and eager.

“I’ve got it. I’ve got it.” He reached in and pulled out his erection, pushing his underwear down to get them out of the way but not taking them off.

She stared greedily down at him. There wasn’t a part of his body she didn’t like the looks of. She mumbled under her breath, “Come on, come on, come on, come on, come on.”

He moved them into position at her urging, stepping closer to the table, parting her legs, and then lifting one of her knees for better access. With his other hand, he aligned himself at her entrance, using his fingers first to make sure she was ready.

She was wetter than she could ever remember being in her life, so readiness wasn’t an issue for her. “Do it, Carlyle,” she breathed into his ear, wrapping one arm around his neck and arching her back. “Do it now.”

He made a guttural sound as he pushed his hips forward in a thrust, pausing midstroke to adjust her leg and his angle.

Both of them gasped loudly at the initial penetration. He panted against her neck as she rolled her hips as best she could. Her position didn’t allow much motion, but he was thick and tight and big inside her, and it made her want to squirm as her body adjusted.

“Okay?” he asked, his breath still wafting against her ear.

“Yeah. Yeah. I’m going crazy here. Get to work.”

He didn’t move immediately, despite her demand. He shifted his weight and hooked her leg more securely around him, and then he braced himself with one hand on the table. In that position, their faces were level with each other. He was sweating visibly, and his eyes were closed.

“Damn it,” she gasped. “I need you to—”

He pulled back and thrust forward hard, the move making both of them grunt. “That okay?” he muttered, pausing again with the length of him inside her. “Too hard?”

“No, it’s not too hard. Do it again. I need it. I need it.” She pushed some hair out of her face and got a good grip on his bare shoulders.

After that, he built up a steady motion. It wasn’t fast, but it was hard, urgent, almost rough. Every time he pushed forward, her whole body jiggled. Her hair. Her breasts. The flesh on her thighs. And even her clit.

It was really working for her. An orgasm tightened and kept building as he fucked her. It wasn’t long until both of them were making matching sounds with every thrust. Sharper than moans. Louder than grunts. The sounds she was making—that Lance was making too—were raw, primitive, more carnal than anything she’d ever experienced.

She was clawing at his shoulders as she felt her pleasure reaching a peak. His motion accelerated. He grunted like an animal against her ear in time with his rough motion.

He was getting tenser. Louder. Faster. A small part of her knew what was happening just before it did. He let out a long, low, helpless sound in his throat before his body started to shake against her. His hips rolled and jerked as he came, the tension in his body breaking deliciously. “Oh fuck,” he muttered, the words breaking into his moan of satisfaction. “Damn it all.”

But she wasn’t quite there yet. She made a sobbing sound and tried to ride him urgently as his motion slowed.

“Damn it, Carlyle,” she whimpered. She was close but not close enough.

His body was starting to soften.

“I know. I know. I’ve got you.” He lifted his head and straightened, his softening penis slipping out of her as he moved. He was flushed and mussed and utterly gorgeous. “Hold on a minute. I’ve got you.”

She had no idea what he meant by that until he reached for her again. He stepped between her legs the way he’d been before, but this time he lifted her leg even higher and slid two fingers of his other hand inside her.

“Oh God.” She shifted slightly to feel more stable on the table, gripping his shoulders again. “Oh God, yeah, use your hand.”

He started moving again, rocking her body with the same rough, primal motion. But this time he was taking her with his hand. It wasn’t the same, but it was definitely working. He was curling his fingers to reach her G-spot.

“That doing it for you?” he asked, his mouth against her ear the way it had been before. “Two good, or you want three?”

“Three. Use three.” She dug her nails into his shoulders as he tightened the penetration with three fingers. “It’s working. It’s definitely working.”

He kept pushing into her, his fingers pumping fast and hard. She was so wet they made a sloppy sound beneath the rasp of their breathing.

Her hands kept moving down his arms, feeling the hard contours. His muscles were flexing from his position, and the feel of them spoke to her in a primitive way.

“Oh God,” she mumbled, trying to kiss his neck but missing and getting his shoulder instead. “You’ve got the best arms known to man.”

“Yeah?”

“Oh yeah.” She arched at a sudden jolt of pleasure. “Oh God.”

It took her a couple of minutes to work up momentum again, but soon she was close to orgasm, her body so tense it was shaking.

“That’s right,” he was muttering, his arms and body and voice surrounding her. “That’s so good. Let go. Just let go.”

With a sobbing sound, she leaned forward to bite down on his shoulder. Her body was shuddering helplessly.

“There you go.” He hiked up her leg and pumped his hand hard. “Let it go now. You’ve got it. Just let it go.”

Maybe it was his words or maybe she simply couldn’t hold back anymore. All the tension in her body broke just then. She sobbed loudly, her mouth against his shoulder, and her inner muscles clamped down hard around his fingers.

“That’s right,” he was murmuring, oddly gentle considering their position and circumstance. “That’s so good. I can feel how hard you’re coming. You’re so good. So good.”

She collapsed against his chest when the spasms finally worked their way through her. She was pulsing with pleasure all over and deliciously relaxed.

Lance slid his fingers out and brought them up to his mouth to suck them clean in a gesture that seemed automatic rather than intentionally sexual. Then he wrapped both arms around her body and let her lean against him.

It felt good. Warm and strong and safe. She absently used her hand to wipe away the slobber she’d left on his shoulder.

It had been more than two years since she’d had sex, but she couldn’t remember orgasms with a partner being so intense. The sex they’d just had couldn’t have lasted more than fifteen minutes, and it might have been the best in her life.

She giggled against his shoulder.

“You’re laughing?”

His dry tone made her giggle even more. It was mostly just an overflow of feeling, but Lance obviously thought it meant something specific.

Lance let out a long, thick sigh. “Nine months. That’s what happens when I go nine months without. Any guy would do the same, and if they say they wouldn’t, they’re lying.”

She was laughing helplessly now since he obviously thought she was mocking his lack of stamina. His self-deprecating tone was too much. She tilted her head back so she could see his face and reached up to stroke his hair back from his forehead. “Some sex god you are.”

It had to have been clear from her tone that she was teasing, and his put-upon expression was obviously exaggerated for her benefit. “You haven’t even begun to see what I can do. That was just the opening act. We haven’t finished yet.”

“Oh, I think you at least have finished. A little too early too.”

He made a growling sound. “The night isn’t over yet.”

When she couldn’t stop laughing, he took a step back and straightened her up so she was no longer leaning against the table. His motion distracted her from her hilarity, and she stared in confusion as he bent his knees slightly, wrapped an arm around her, and hefted her up over one of his shoulders in a caveman carry.

She squealed in surprise as he started walking toward the hallway.

“The night definitely isn’t over yet,” Lance said, keeping one arm up to hold her in position. “You don’t get to judge until I’ve shown you everything I’ve got.”

It felt weird to be carried this way, and it was a little hard on the stomach, but she couldn’t help but laugh again at his words and his aggrieved tone.

She was still laughing when he dumped her forward onto her bed, which was the first of the bedrooms they got to. He was wearing his socks and his underwear—still pushed down partway—but he stripped everything off before he got into bed.

Savannah was already completely naked except for her socks, but it was a chilly night, so she was keeping them on.

He climbed over her, leaning down to kiss her. This time it was slow, deep, intentional. He definitely knew what he was doing, and he was clearly going to show her all his skills. He kissed and caressed her all over until she was flushed and squirming. It wasn’t long before she was ready to go again, but none of her pleading had any impact on him.

Lance was on a mission to show her what he could do, and he wasn’t going to be sidetracked by her impatience. If his slight smile was any indication, he was enjoying the challenge as much as she was.

By the time his head had finally lowered to her groin, she was more aroused than she ever remembered being in her life and was shamelessly begging him for release. He yanked her legs apart, his smile broadening as he saw how wet and swollen she was.

“Don’t gloat,” she panted, arching up as he used a finger to open her even more.

“I didn’t say a word.”

“Your expression was gloating.”

“Well, what do you expect? You doubted my expertise.”

“I never said I doubted—”

His eyes were hungrily running up and down from her face to her arousal. “I know a challenge when I’m faced with one.” He lifted her hips and slid a pillow beneath them to get her in an easier position, and then he lowered his face so he could tease her with his tongue. “And you’re about to be taught a lesson about what happens when you issue that kind of challenge to me.”

She lifted her head so she could watch as he worked. Yep, he definitely knew what he was doing. It wasn’t long before the pleasure had built to such a point she couldn’t take any more. She writhed dramatically as she clung to the headboard and sobbed out her frustration.

He was doing it on purpose. Leading her on. Keeping her from coming.

“Damn it,” Lance muttered, lifting his head to meet her eyes. The lower half of his face was soaking wet. “Try to stay still. I’m never going to get you going good if you flail about like that.”

She huffed out her indignation, but it would have been more effective had she not been trying to hump his forearm. “You’re the one torturing me.”

“Since you’ve been torturing me for months, it’s only fair.” He was smiling again as he hooked her legs over his shoulders and got a better hold on her hips before he went to work again with wet, eager, incredibly effective use of his mouth and tongue.

He wasn’t teasing her this time. He was giving her everything. It took her about thirty seconds to come hard, crying out so loud she tried to muffle the sound by turning her head into a pillow. Not giving her any downtime, he readjusted his arms so he could slide two fingers inside her, pumping them hard and building her right back up.

She banged the headboard against the wall and tried to ride his hand, crying out again when the tension broke in new waves of sensation. Then Lance lowered his face to suck on her clit, his fingers still inside her, bringing her to another intense release.

It went on a long time, until she was hoarse and exhausted. “Enough of that,” she finally gasped, reaching down in an attempt to pull his head up.

He straightened almost immediately. He was just as messy as she was—his hair tangled and damp with sweat, his cheeks deeply flushed, and her moisture smeared all around his mouth. He wiped his mouth clean with the back of his hand and smiled down at her. “Enough of everything or just of that?”

“Just of that. But you’re still going to have to do most of the work because all that orgasming was exhausting. I’m going to lie right here on my back, and you’re going to get on top of me, and you’re going to fuck me with whatever you have left.”

He was laughing softly as he pulled the pillow out from under her hips and climbed up her body. He was fully erect again—he had been for a while now—and she reached down to take him in her hands, feeling the size and texture and heat of him.

He leaned down to kiss her with a softness that surprised her. “You’re a very bossy lover. Did you know that?”

“I’m only bossy because you’re so slow. Don’t you want to fuck me again?”

“Of course I want to fuck you.” He pressed a few more light kisses on and around her mouth. “I’ve wanted to fuck you for ages.”

“Really? Why didn’t you say anything?”

“Because I didn’t want to be laughed at.” He licked the line of her lips. “I didn’t know you’d be into it too.”

“Just for casual-slash-hate sex.”

“Understood. I’d never be fool enough to think it was anything else.” He fit himself between her legs and then bent her knees up around his hips until they were in the position he wanted. He nudged at her entrance with the tip of his shaft. “You sore?”

“A little. Maybe not so rough this time.”

“Got it.”

He pushed into her slowly and then paused so they could adjust to the penetration and he could help her wrap her legs around his waist. Then he braced himself above her and began a steady thrusting motion that seemed to stroke the innermost parts of her.

He was definitely more in control this time. He had the focus to kiss her, to cup her butt and guide her rhythm, to adjust his angle so she was getting better friction against her clit. It went on for a while, and she enjoyed every minute of it. But eventually her body remembered what it always seemed to be striving for and started to tense up and clench down.

“Oh fuck. You getting closer now?”

“Yeah.” She tried to get her legs higher around his torso. “Yeah. Yeah.”

His speed accelerated, and his fingers dug into the soft flesh at the back of her thighs. “This time you’re going to come before I do.”

“M-maybe.” She said that mostly so he wouldn’t think she was backing down. It was crystal clear that she was going to come any moment now. Her hips were pumping eagerly, chasing the release.

“Definitely.” He leaned down to suck on her neck. Combined with the intercourse, it felt so good she let out a loud cry. “There you go. Almost there. Come for me. Let it all go.”

She was making those loud sobbing sounds again. There was no way she could hold them back. He was taking her hard and fast, shaking her body, shaking the bed. Her spine arched as the tension coiled down and then suddenly released.

He let out a bellow that matched her cry of release, but he wasn’t quite there yet. As soon as she’d clamped down around him, he let go of the reins he’d been holding on his need. He pushed vigorously into her, letting out a loud grunt with each hard thrust. It sounded as much like effort as pleasure, like he was working as hard as he could.

His motion extended her pleasure, so she was just barely coming down when he lost it.

His face twisted dramatically. His hips jerked clumsily. Shudders ran all through his body as he came in several hard spurts inside her.

They lay tangled together for a minute afterward, their bodies softening, their breathing ragged. Then he rolled onto his back beside her with a long groan.

“That was exhausting,” she said, turning onto her stomach but looking at him.

“You’re telling me.” He was drenched in sweat. Sprawled out completely naked with no evident self-consciousness. “I haven’t had that kind of workout in ages.”

She knew for sure she’d never come so often and so powerfully as she had with him, but it didn’t seem wise to give him that kind of ego boost. So she said instead, “Me either.” She gave him a tired grin. “You’re really loud in bed. Did you know that?”

“Yes, I know that. Never had any complaints in the past. But I assume you know you’re pretty loud yourself.”

She’d actually never considered herself a loud lover before, but she’d been different with Lance. Less inhibited. Not so worried she was making a fool of herself.

He reached over to stroke some hair off her damp face. “Maybe you were louder with me than with anyone else.”

“Ha!” It wasn’t a great comeback, but it was all she could come up with in her warm, sated haze.

He chuckled and trailed his fingertips down her bare skin until he’d reached the small of her back. “Why didn’t I know you have a tattoo?”

“Because there was no reason for you to know. Why would that be something I told you?”

“I don’t know. I just assumed I’d know. I’m your husband.”

“But this is the first time we’re seeing each other naked.”

“True. It’s a bird.”

“Yes, it’s a bird.”

“What kind of bird?”

“Just a bird.”

He was frowning thoughtfully as he caressed the inked spot. “Why get a bird?”

“I was nineteen. It seemed like a good idea at the time. Symbolic and all that.”

His hand was moving in wider circles now, rubbing her back and bottom. Idly rather than intentionally. “Because you wanted to get away from here? Fly high? Be free?”

He’d gotten it on the first try—guessed her silly, immature teenage thought processes. She licked her lips and lifted her eyes to his face.

He wasn’t laughing. Just watching her thoughtfully.

She nodded, dropping her eyes.

He didn’t say anything, but his hand moved back to her face, stroking her hair back again.

The gesture felt way too gentle. It was making her stomach flutter. Any more of that kind of thing would ruin her yummy, satisfied vibes from the sex. So she rolled away from his hand and toward the side of the bed, then hauled herself to her feet.

Once in the bathroom, she peed and cleaned herself up. Next she splashed water onto her hot face, brushed her teeth, and gave her hair a quick comb through. When she went back out into the room, Lance was in the same position, watching her quietly.

She grabbed a cotton gown from one of her drawers and pulled it on with some clean underwear, steadfastly ignoring him.

“So what do you think?” Lance asked from the bed.

“About what?”

“About this. Was it a onetime thing, or do you want to do it again?”

She paused, thinking through the question seriously. “I thought I’d feel weird afterward, but I don’t. So maybe I’ll want to do it again. I’m not sure.”

She hadn’t realized there was any tension in his face, but it relaxed slightly. “All right. Good. Just let me know. If you want to go back to abstinence for the next three months, I’ll manage, but if you want to have some more fun, all you have to do is ask.”

“Okay then.”

“Okay.”

“Okay.”

“I guess that’s my cue to leave,” Lance said, pushing himself to a sitting position.

“I’m about to fall into bed and not move until morning,” she told him. “So you probably want to head back to your own room. That’s what happens after casual-slash-hate sex, right?”

“Right.” He gave her an irrepressible eyebrow twitch as he pulled his boxers back on. “You did pretty well for your first try.”

She rolled her eyes. “And you did pretty well after your first try.”

“You’re never going to let me forget that, are you?”

“Probably not.”

“Not even after I made up for it abundantly afterward.”

“Not even then.”

They grinned at each other for a minute. Then Lance started to walk out of the room, picking up his socks along the way.

“Hey Carlyle,” she called after him.

He turned to meet her eyes.

“It was really good.”

His face softened and he came back toward her, leaning down to give her a soft kiss. “I thought so too.”
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Five
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THE NEXT MORNING, SAVANNAH woke up with her whole body aching. She’d forgotten how sore a couple of rounds of vigorous sex could leave her.

But that was okay. Every time she felt the pangs, she remembered how much fun she’d had with Lance, and it gave her a silly little flush. She took a shower first thing—she still felt some lingering stickiness—and then dressed in thick leggings and a long, soft sweater, which was as close as her everyday clothes got to cozy pajamas.

Her first appointment wasn’t until ten that morning, so she was in no hurry to get out the door. She brought her laptop out to the kitchen island, figuring she could tweak one of her video projects as she drank her coffee.

At seven fifteen she glanced around, wondering where Lance was. He was usually getting back from his workout by then. His bedroom was farther down the hall, so she hadn’t noticed if the door was open or closed. But he never missed working out in the morning except for a few days in February when he’d been sick in bed. Maybe he’d just slept in a bit later than normal, extending his workout a few minutes.

She let the thought slip from her mind as she got involved in the video footage she’d taken at last weekend’s wedding. She obviously hadn’t been hired to put something together—she’d gone only as Lance’s wife—but she’d gotten some good stuff and was thinking it would be a nice gift for the bride and groom.

Distracted, she jerked in surprise when someone came up behind her and gave a piece of her hair a tweak before walking around the island and into the kitchen.

Her eyes widened as she took in Lance’s appearance. His hair in wild disarray. His sleep pants dipping low on his hips. His eyelids heavy and oddly sensual.

“You skipped your workout!” It wasn’t a question. More of a delighted exclamation.

He gave her a disdainful glare that might have been effective had he not just rolled out of bed.

“You never skip your workout. I thought you had inhuman discipline when it came to exercise.”

He poured coffee from the pot she’d made into a mug and walked around to sit on the stool next to hers. Resting his head on his hand, he turned to give her a smug little smile. “Sorry to disappoint, but that workout last night more than made up for what I missed this morning. I hope you appreciate my efforts.”

“Your efforts? I did quite a bit of the work myself, you know. Every inch of my body is sore this morning.”

His smirk shifted so slowly she barely knew it was happening, but it went from smug to almost fond. “Your efforts were definitely appreciated.”

“Good.” Her cheeks felt warm, which was ridiculous given the circumstances. “Yours too.”

“Glad to hear it. And if you want a quick little refresher workout this morning, I’m sure I could summon the—”

“Oh my God, Carlyle.”

He cocked his eyebrow. “That a no?”

“That’s a ‘you’ve got to be out of your mind if you think you’re getting to do any sort of thrusting in my body today.’”

He laughed and tucked a strand of hair behind her ear. “We could do something that doesn’t involve thrusting.”

“I don’t think so. I need at least twenty-four hours to recover from last night.”

“All right. Twenty-four hours of recovery. Sounds reasonable.” He gave her a decidedly naughty sidelong look as he took a swallow of coffee.

“Don’t give me that look. I’m not making any promises about tomorrow.”

“Got it. No promises. We’ll just see what happens.” His lips were sober, but a smile pulled at the corners like he couldn’t quite hold it back.

It made Savannah smile too.

They sat for a minute, drinking coffee and trying not to smile at each other. Then Lance’s eyes lowered to her computer screen.

He straightened up abruptly. “Why do you have that pulled up?”

She glanced down, realizing she’d paused with the footage of Lance dancing with the girl at last week’s wedding. “Oh. I was editing something for Chuck and Mary. I had some good footage from the wedding and thought they might appreciate it.”

“Do you really have to include that?”

“Why wouldn’t I? It’s the best footage I’ve got.”

He made a face, shifting restlessly on his stool as he peered at the screen.

She said more gently, “It’s adorable. It only makes you look better.”

“You think?”

“Yes, I do. It’s really good.” She let the footage run and found herself smiling rather stupidly as she watched Lance’s expression and lean, attractive body as he interacted with the little girl.

Lance’s eyes were moving back and forth between her laptop and her face. “All right,” he murmured at last. “If you think it’s good.”

His agreeing to use the footage—trusting her judgment—made her feel even more fluttery than she had before. She swallowed over the feeling and kept her voice dry. “Of course, it completely blows your reputation of cool superiority.”

“That’s what I was afraid of.”

She chuckled as she trimmed the clip to fit the spot she wanted to put it in the video. “People will know for sure what they’ve only suspected before. That you’re actually human.”

He didn’t answer, so after a minute she glanced at him. To her relief, he didn’t look offended or closed off. Just strangely thoughtful.

“I knew you were human before,” she added.

“Did you? Since when?”

She’d seen him sick earlier this year. She’d had to bring him soup and change his sheets. She’d seen him laughing so hard over a stupid British comedy on television that the beer he’d been drinking had come out of his nose. She’d seen him so drunk in high school that he’d puked all over a gas station parking lot. She’d seen him cry at fourteen when his grandfather died.

“I don’t know,” she admitted softly, dropping her eyes.

Both of them were quiet. He adjusted his body, easing himself a bit closer to her. He reached over to tilt her face up to look at him.

Her heart fluttered so wildly it scared the hell out of her. She managed a bland smile. “I guess I first discovered your humanness when you were trying that ridiculous stunt on the playground and fell out of the swing and busted your head open.”

His expression shifted into a wry amusement. “You would remember that unfortunate incident.” He ran his fingers through his hair on the right side of his head. “I still have a scar somewhere.”

“Really?” Intrigued, she stood up and peered at his head, moving his thick hair out of the way until she found the pale, inch-long scar. “Shit, you do. It’s a wonder you didn’t kill yourself, trying to impress everyone with how high you could get and crash-landing instead.”

“Story of my life.”

She shot him a quick look at the tone of his low mutter but couldn’t see anything but relaxed amusement on his face. “And the story of my life has been always wanting to fly like a bird but never managing to get off the ground.” She wasn’t sure why she said that. She shouldn’t have. To hide her moment of vulnerability, she shifted her tone as she added, “Anyway, I’m just playing around with this video in my spare time. I thought it would be nice to send Chuck and Mary.”

“They’ll really appreciate it.”

“Don’t you need to go shower and dress?”

He glanced at the clock on the oven. “Yep. I definitely do.”

“So the first step toward that goal would be to stand up.”

With a roll of his eyes, he pushed himself up from his stool. It seemed to take great effort, and he stretched his arms in front of his chest, one after the other, and Savannah couldn’t help but leer at the way the muscles flexed.

He saw her looking.

Of course he did.

She’d been stupid enough last night to admit she liked his arms.

The corner of his mouth turned up.

“Don’t even start,” she muttered.

He laughed out loud and was starting to head toward the bedrooms when he paused. “Oh, by the way, you got any plans for lunch today?”

She blinked. Gaped at him.

With a curl of his lip, he went on, “Don’t look so horrified. I’m not asking you out on a romantic lunch date. I’ve got lunch with a client in town, and he’s bringing his wife. He asked if my wife might want to come too.”

“Oh.”

“I think having you there might make his wife more comfortable.”

“Oh.”

“But it’s no big deal. I can always tell him you already had an appointment or something.”

She swallowed, not sure why she’d reacted the way she had. Despite Lance’s interpretation, she hadn’t been horrified. She’d been... excited. But there was clearly nothing to be excited about. “Oh. I don’t have anything planned today for lunch. I can probably make it.”

“That would be great. Twelve thirty at Rudolph’s. I’ll make reservations for four, but just text if you can’t make it after all.”

“Okay. That sounds fine.” She glanced down at herself. “Do I need to wear something better than this?”

“Wear anything you want. The client is pretty laid-back.” He was walking toward the hallway now.

She was closing her laptop as she called out to his back, “You say that now, but wait until I show up in nothing but a black lace teddy and riding boots.”

Lance’s laughter came wafting back toward her from all the way down the hall.

***
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SAVANNAH ARRIVED AT Rudolph’s—an upscale sandwich and salad shop in downtown Green Valley—right at twelve thirty. Before she’d gone in to work, she’d dressed up her outfit a bit with tall leather boots and nice jewelry, and she figured she looked respectable enough for one of Lance’s client lunches while still staying in her comfortable clothes.

The other couple was in their fifties. Russell was polite and no-nonsense, and Lorraine was warm, sincere, and outgoing. Both of them were obviously used to having a lot of money.

Lunch was fairly pleasant. Lance and Russell talked a lot about business—the downsizing Russell wanted to do as a step toward full retirement—and Lorraine asked Savannah a lot of questions about herself that felt genuine rather than intrusive.

Near the end of the lunch, the conversation turned to boats. Everyone with money in Green Valley liked boats, and much of the upper-class community revolved around the marina. In addition to several boats for the lake, Russell and Lorraine owned a large cruising yacht they kept docked at Hilton Head and went out on for months at a time. They’d taken it all over the world, and they spent a long time telling Lance and Savannah about the monthlong cruise up the Canadian coast they’d recently returned from.

Savannah watched Lance as he listened and asked questions. He was obviously really interested in the yacht. He’d always loved boats of all kinds.

Russell obviously saw Lance’s interest as well because after a while he said, “You’re welcome to take the yacht out for a couple of weeks if you want. Lorraine and I aren’t using it again until after Christmas, so it’s just sitting for the next couple of months, and the crew is hanging around doing nothing. You and your wife could take it out for a while.”

Savannah’s eyes grew very round as he spoke and widened even more when Lorraine jumped in.

“Oh you should,” the older woman exclaimed, leaning over to put a hand on Savannah’s arm. “It’s not too cold yet at this time of year, and you could head south and hit some of the cities on the coast. It’s so nice out on the water. I’m sure you two could use some time away to reconnect.”

Savannah’s stomach and chest had tightened, and she turned toward Lance, assuming he’d take them past the awkward moment with a gracious rejection.

But his eyes had lit up. “You’re serious?”

“Yes. Of course. It’s been restocked and had all the maintenance done after our last cruise, so it’s ready to go anytime. There’s a three-man crew. We lend it out fairly often, but we don’t have anyone using it until we go back out at the end of the year. So anytime before then would work just fine.” Russell sounded easy and relaxed, as if offering someone the use of his yacht and crew for two weeks was commonplace.

Savannah was stunned, and it only got worse as the conversation continued.

Lorraine asked, “Do you think the two of you could take off work for a couple of weeks?”

“I’d have to reschedule some things,” Lance said, “but most of what I do isn’t face-to-face anyway, so I could still keep up with most of it.” He turned toward Savannah with slightly raised eyebrows. “What about you? Would your parents be okay? We could get someone to check in on them if they need some help.”

“I... I don’t know.” She could barely get the words out. This was really happening. Going to lunch for an hour or two might turn into a free two-week vacation on a cruising yacht.

Only for rich people like Lance.

Definitely not for her.

Lance was obviously excited. She could see it in his face. He thought this was happening, and he hadn’t even asked her if she wanted it first.

“I...” She cleared her throat. “I have a lot of appointments already scheduled at the studio.”

“Could you try to reschedule them? Maybe you could move some of them up and just pack them in before you leave.” He was sitting behind her with his arm draped on the back of her chair. As he spoke, he moved his hand so his fingers were lightly rubbing her far shoulder.

The touch felt good. So did the excitement pulsing through her.

She wanted it. She wanted to reschedule her life and figure out some help for her parents so she could go out on a yacht with Lance for two weeks. She wanted to lie in the sun. Feel the breeze. Be alone in the world. Make love to Lance on the deck under the starlight. Do sightseeing in coastal cities she’d never had the chance to visit before.

She wanted it. She was on the verge of saying yes.

Like she was a rich person.

Like she was one of those people she’d always resented.

“I... I’ll have to check,” she finally said.

Lance ducked his head, peering at her closely like he was trying to figure out what she was thinking.

Lorraine must have seen her hesitation because she smoothed it over gracefully. “Well, you two should talk about it and see if it would work out. Then just let us know. You’d be more than welcome.”

Savannah was relieved about having a reprieve from the conversation, but the salad she’d just eaten was churning in her belly.

What the hell was happening to her here? Was she seriously considering this?

And exactly how thoughtless could Lance be that he assumed she’d jump right into doing something like that?

Of course he wouldn’t think it was a problem for her to change all her appointments, risking the loss of customers she needed. For her to go without income for two weeks. It would never have occurred to him that this might be a problem for her.

The more she thought about it, the more upset she got, and most of her angst ended up channeled at Lance. She was tense with it as the lunch finally ended. She tried to say goodbye and thank Russell and Lorraine with sincere goodwill, and she was pretty sure they didn’t notice anything wrong.

Lance noticed. She knew he did because he kept shooting her quick, searching looks as they walked out of the restaurant together.

On the way out, her phone vibrated with a text and she glanced at it. It was Carter Wilson, asking about the photos from his mother’s shoot earlier in the week.

“Anything important?” Lance asked.

She shook her head. “Just Carter.” She was about to say more, but it didn’t seem important, so she didn’t bother.

When they reached her car, Lance stopped her before she could go around to the driver’s side. He turned her so she was facing him, his hands on her upper arms. “What’s bothering you?” he demanded.

She narrowed her eyes. They were on a public sidewalk in downtown Green Valley. People were looking over at them, probably wondering if they were having a fight. Maybe speculating that such a ridiculous marriage wouldn’t last out the year. “Not now.”

“Why not now? What the hell are you upset about?” He didn’t look angry. Mostly just bewildered.

The fact that he had no idea—that he was so far away from her own life experiences that he couldn’t recognize why what had just happened would be disturbing to her—made her even angrier. But she could hardly yell at him right there on the sidewalk. She clenched her jaw and muttered, “I said not now. I’ve got an appointment at two thirty. I’ve got to go.”

“Savannah...” Whatever he was starting to say trailed off as she pulled away from his hands.

He stood and watched her as she got into the car and turned on the ignition. Sitting behind the steering wheel for a minute, she tried to control the way her body had started to shake with emotion.

This was ridiculous.

She wasn’t like this.

She didn’t want to burst into tears because of something so trivial.

Lance wasn’t that important to her.

Having sex with him one time wouldn’t change that.

She was starting to put the car into drive when she glanced over toward the sidewalk and realized Lance was still standing there. His suit was dark gray and perfectly tailored, and his hair was blowing into his face. He was watching her with an expression that was sober and unreadable.

She stared at him for a minute—oddly mesmerized by the look in his eyes—until she realized what she was doing. Then she pulled away from the curb and drove off.

***
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THAT AFTERNOON ROSA texted and asked if she was free for an early dinner.

Rosa had been Savannah’s best friend since kindergarten. She was married and had three kids under eight, so she didn’t have a lot of freedom for hanging out like they used to. Whenever she had a free couple of hours, she’d text and see if Savannah was available.

Savannah always accepted if she possibly could—she missed spending time with her friend. So when Rosa texted that her husband had taken the kids to a movie, Savannah immediately replied that she’d meet Rosa at a burger place at five thirty.

It actually worked out well. Savannah was still uptight about what had happened at lunch, and she wasn’t in any hurry to talk to Lance about it. She’d assumed her emotional response would have settled down as the afternoon went by, but it hadn’t.

At five fifteen, she was starting to close up her studio. She picked up her phone to text Lance and tell him she was meeting a friend for dinner, but she stopped herself before she’d finished the message.

She and Lance were not in the habit of informing each other of their schedules. They didn’t check in with each other. They didn’t assume they’d eat meals together. In fact, they very rarely did.

Nothing had changed about that. Lance wouldn’t be expecting her home at a certain time. It wasn’t like they’d be having dinner together tonight.

She didn’t need to text him. And the fact that she felt like she should—that she felt guilty even as she deleted the half-finished message—was a sign that she was losing perspective here.

She was smarter than this. She needed to get her shit together immediately. She needed to find her comfortable, ironic distance again.

Because of her emotional turmoil, she was slightly distracted as she and Rosa greeted each other and ordered their meals and Rosa told her all about her new boss at the library and about her youngest’s crazy birthday party last week.

It had only been half an hour when Rosa said, “Okay. Tell me what’s going on.”

“Nothing. It’s really nothing big.”

“Maybe not, but it’s something. I haven’t seen you this upset since your mom got sick. Is she still doing okay?”

“She’s fine. Both of them are. They’re so proud of their new Lincoln. You should see my dad.”

“I saw him the other day. He stopped by the library for a book, and then he made me come outside so he could show off his new car.” Rosa’s smile was wide and fond, but her eyes were sharp. “So if it’s not your parents, is it your marriage of convenience?”

Savannah tried to laugh, but it came out almost like a sob. She dropped her head into her hand for a minute as she gave up on trying to keep everything to herself.

Rosa had dark hair and dark eyes and tan skin from her Mexican mother. She laughed sympathetically and reached out to give Savannah’s hand a supportive pat. “Well, that’s obviously it then. What’s going on with Lance?”

So Savannah told her. Everything. About having sex the night before. About their lunch earlier. About the offer of the yacht cruise and how much it had upset her.

“Shit,” Rosa breathed when Savannah had finished. “That’s a lot.”

“I know!” The words came out as almost a wail, so she reined it in as she continued, “I’m not crazy, am I? For being bothered by that?”

“What exactly about it upsets you? Is it that Lance didn’t ask you first? I can see why that would be a problem. Or is it that you’re being expected to do such a rich-person thing when you don’t see yourself as a rich person?”

Savannah made a face and tried to think through the answer as she finished off her Coke.

“Or is it something else?” Rosa added.

“It’s something else. The truth is...”

“Just tell me. It can’t be that bad.”

“It is bad.” Savannah took a shaky breath. “The truth is I wanted to go. I wanted to do it. I wanted to reschedule my whole life so I could go out on a yacht for two weeks with Lance. I wanted it.”

Rosa rubbed her neck as she processed that. “Oh.”

“I’m a horrible person, aren’t I? I’m turning into one of them. I thought I was immune, but I’m not. Nine months with Lance, and I’m becoming one of those wasteful, self-indulgent, entitled assholes I’ve always hated.”

“Oh my God, Savannah. No, you’re not. If you were, you wouldn’t be all in a flurry about the very natural desire to do something really fun and special.”

“But I shouldn’t be wanting it.”

“Okay. First, let’s keep this in perspective. A yacht isn’t a make-or-break thing in terms of your identity. I know we think mostly about money in this freakishly insular town, but the world is a lot bigger and more complicated than Green Valley.”

“Shit, I know it is. I know the world is about a lot more than money. I’m sorry.”

“You don’t have to be sorry. You’re upset, so the melodramatics are completely understandable. I’m just trying to say that this feels like a big deal right now, but it doesn’t really change who you are. You’re Savannah Emerson, and you’ll always be her, whether or not you decide to take some crazy-ass vacation on a yacht.”

Savannah couldn’t help but giggle. “You’re right. I know you are. But the idea of indulging in such a thing is still upsetting. It’s not what this marriage is about, and it’s really stupid to let myself be tempted.”

“Come on, girl. Who the hell wouldn’t be tempted by that very fine body and those smart, brooding hazel eyes? The man is sex personified.”

Savannah stiffened her spine. “I didn’t mean tempted by him. I meant tempted by the yacht trip.”

“Sure you did.” Rosa was chuckling irrepressibly.

“I did.” Savannah groaned, rubbing her face as if it might shake her mind clear of all these questions and worries. “Why is this happening? I only had three more months left and I’d be away free and clear.”

“Marriage is a lot more complicated than a business arrangement, and I think that’s finally catching up to you.”

Savannah made a face, but she knew her friend was right, so there wasn’t any argument she could make.

***
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IT WAS ALMOST EIGHT when Savannah got back to the condo. It was quiet as she walked in, so she figured Lance had probably left to hang out at the marina tonight as he often did on Fridays.

It was fine. It was better that way.

Whatever conversation they were going to have could wait until later. Better to get some more distance so she could handle Lance in the way she needed to.

She pulled off her boots and dumped her bag onto the floor, grabbing her phone before she started in toward the main room.

She stopped abruptly when she saw Lance was there. He was stretched out on the couch in old sweats and a T-shirt, reading a spy thriller by an author he liked.

“Oh,” she said, staring at him and wondering why her heart had started to hammer. “I thought you’d be out.”

“I’m not.” He put his book down and sat up. “Sorry to disappoint you.”

She scowled at the faint bitterness in his tone, although she’d been resolving on the way over here to be patient and reasonable. “Well, you don’t have to be an ass about it. You usually go out on Friday nights.” She felt the need to do something, so she set her phone on the island and went to the refrigerator.

“If you thought I wouldn’t be here, why did you stay away?”

“I didn’t stay away. I had dinner with a friend.” She was standing in front of the open refrigerator, and she really needed to get something out of it. She wasn’t the least bit hungry, and she’d had a Coke with her meal, so she finally settled on a bottle of sparkling water.

“What friend?” His voice was closer now. He’d come into the kitchen too.

“What do you mean, what friend? What business is it of yours who I have dinner with?”

“You’re my wife, and whether you feel that way or not, the rest of the town assumes our marriage is real. So it matters to me who you’re hanging out with.”

Her resolution to be patient and reasonable flew right out the window. She gasped as she heard what he was saying. “What the hell? You think there’s a problem with me hanging out with Rosa just because she isn’t rich—”

“You were with Rosa?” The tightness in his tone had cracked with obvious surprise.

“Yes, I was with Rosa.” All the simmering emotion she’d been dealing with since lunch had coalesced and grown into an intense, defensive anger. At Lance. Her voice was sharp and loud. “Who the fuck did you think I was—”

“It doesn’t matter.” He was scowling again, probably in response to her tone. “You know perfectly well I don’t have a problem with Rosa. And I’m kind of offended you’d think I was such an asshole that I’d want you to stop being friends with someone because of something as unimportant as money.”

She slammed the water bottle on the counter, resulting in a startlingly loud sound. “You only think money isn’t important because you’ve had it all your life. It’s not unimportant to me.”

“So you’ve told me over and over again for the past nine months. Don’t you think I’ve gotten the point by now?” Lance was standing a little too close to her. Despite his casual clothes, he looked big and powerful and way too sexy with his flashing eyes and his five-o’clock shadow.

His body was tense, which was very unusual for him. She could feel the frustration coming off him, and it was doing something very disturbing to her insides.

But she wasn’t going to let it distract her. “No, I don’t think you’ve gotten the point now. I don’t think you’re ever going to get the point. If you’d gotten the point, you never would have acted like it was an easy thing to cancel my whole life for two weeks so I could go out on a yacht with you.”

His lips parted slightly. He was way too close. She could see a couple of beads of sweat on his forehead, a piece of dark fuzz stuck to the sleeve of his T-shirt. “That’s what you’re mad about?”

“Yes, I’m mad about that! Why wouldn’t I be?”

“If you didn’t want to go, all you had to say was no. But I don’t think it was stupid of me to assume it might be an option. Most people would—”

“Most people you know have been born and raised with money. Of course they don’t think inconveniencing dozens of people might be a problem. They don’t think going without income for two weeks might be a real blow to someone’s financial stability. They don’t have a concept of how risky it might be to put one’s whole business on hold just to lie in the sun on a boat for fourteen days. But the people you know are not most people. Most people can’t treat money and their livelihood so lightly.”

Lance was staring at her, his body frozen with that same uncharacteristic tension. He was breathing heavily—she could hear him in the otherwise quiet room. “I never expected you to risk your business or livelihood. I’m sure there’s some way to handle your appointments so you can take a vacation without—”

“That’s not the point!” she burst out with more force than she intended. But the hoarseness of his voice was really upsetting her for some reason, and she couldn’t let it weaken her. “The point is it never even occurred to you that it might be a problem for me. And the reason for that is that you were freely given things when you were ten years old that some people work their entire lives and still could never afford.”

He took a step forward, when he’d already been too close. Now he was only inches from her. So close she could feel the heat from his body.

“Then tell me, Savannah,” he gritted out. “Tell me exactly what I’m supposed to do about that. Tell me how I’m supposed to redeem myself from the great sin of having rich parents and accepting gifts from them when I was too young to know better. What the fuck am I supposed to do about that now to make me better in your eyes?”

Suddenly hit with a wave of arousal so intense she could barely restrain the impulse to grab him, kiss him, grind herself against him, she reached behind her to hold on to the edge of the granite counter.

It had something to do with how tense he was right now, when he’d been relaxed for all the years she’d known him.

“I don’t give a damn what you do about it,” she snapped back. “Do anything the hell you want. Just don’t act like I’m irrational for resenting injustice when I see it.”

“Except you don’t only resent injustice. You resent me. For nothing more than the fact that I was raised with money. And that’s never going to change. Is it?” His eyes were still angry, but there was something else behind them. Something almost aching.

It made her chest hurt, which was absolutely ridiculous. “You really think the only reason I’ve resented you is that you have money? Were you walking around blind all your life that you couldn’t see how I was treated by you and your friends? We lost every good opportunity to people like you. We were out busting our butts with part-time jobs while you were lounging around on boats and in mansions. And then with one stray word, you could take that job away from us without even intending to. You think my resentment is irrational? Try living for a day when you can’t get a yacht handed to you over lunch. Try living for a day when every word you say and step you take isn’t gilded and protected by absolute privilege, and then you can act all self-righteous about other people dealing with resentment over a lifetime of being treated as less than you.”

“I get it!” he burst out. It was the loudest thing she’d ever heard him say. His hands were clenched into fists at his sides. “I get it. So tell me what I can do about it. Tell me how to fix it. Tell me.”

All the vehemence seemed to have spilled out of her. She was suddenly incredibly tired, and her voice was rough and soft as she replied, “I don’t know.”

Lance’s features twisted very briefly before he let out a long breath, apparently as suddenly emptied as she was. He reached out with one hand and traced the line of her cheekbone with his knuckles in a startlingly gentle gesture.

She collapsed against him, and he wrapped one arm around her.

They stood like that for a long time. Silent. Holding on. Leaning against each other.

She didn’t want to fight with him. She didn’t want to be angry. She wanted to apologize but couldn’t get any words out.

Finally, the need to fix what was broken between them was too strong, so she pulled back from his embrace and stared up at him.

His eyes were needy. Almost hungry. He wiped some sweat from his forehead with the back of his hand, and for no good reason the gesture reminded Savannah of the way he’d wiped his face after he’d eaten her out last night.

She became aware again of that pulsing beneath her belly. It was lust—at least some of it was—but it was also a lot more. Need. She ran her eyes up and down Lance’s body and saw he was still tense. Tight. One of his fists was still clenched. When her gaze shifted to the front of his pants, she realized why.

The sweats he wore were old and loose and worn thin. She remembered him wearing them at least a decade ago. While they were probably comfortable, they did absolutely nothing to hide what was going on beneath the fabric.

He was aroused too. She could see the outline of an erection beneath the sweats.

She couldn’t hold her hand back. She reached out feel the fabric of his T-shirt and the firm flesh of his chest beneath it. She was almost shaking as she caressed down.

His breath hitched at her first touch. He held himself still and said nothing.

The air seemed to pulse around them as she stroked lower until she’d reached his flat belly. She stared at her hand on his abdomen. At the expensive rings on her finger.

She was his wife. He was her husband. And she didn’t want to resent him anymore.

She needed this. Needed him.

She lowered her hand even more until her fingertips brushed the shape of his erection beneath the fabric of his pants.

He sucked in a breath and closed the remaining distance between them. “Tell me no,” he murmured hoarsely, tilting his head so he was closer to her ear.

Her whole body clenched hard. She knew what he meant. He was checking in with her, giving her a chance to change her mind before he made his move.

All she knew was that she needed this more than she’d ever needed anything else. Need. She slid a hand up to hold on to his shoulder, curving her fingers around the broad expanse of it.

He cupped her face with one hand and gazed down at her for a moment, his eyes searching her expression almost urgently. Then he gave a little smile. “You don’t want to say no, do you?”

“No. And don’t get too smug about it, because obviously you don’t either.”

“There’s no way in the world I’m going to say no to this.” He gave her a brief, hard kiss. “To you.”

That was all it took. She let go of the last of her restraint and grabbed hold of him eagerly, pressing their bodies together and stretching for his mouth again.

He’d let go of whatever had been holding him back too. His body was urgent and demanding as he fit himself against her, pressing her back against the kitchen counter.

She clawed at his back and said against his mouth, “We’re still in a fight.” She said it mostly as a safety net—so she could believe she hadn’t changed.

“We’re definitely still in a fight.” He broke the kiss long enough to grab the bottom of her sweater and pull it over her head. He leered openly at her breasts in her bra for a moment.

Her leggings were definitely going to get in the way of sex, so she leaned over to peel them off. Her panties came with them, but that was an extra convenience. She surged toward his body when her clothes were off and got him going with another deep kiss.

In an impressive feat of coordination, he managed to unhook her bra while they kissed. Finally yanking his mouth away, he stared down at her bare breasts for several seconds, breathing fast and harsh. “Oh shit, I don’t deserve this,” he muttered, almost under his breath.

“Definitely not.” Distracted by the look in his eyes, she pulled his head down toward her to kiss him again.

“No bedroom again tonight?” he mumbled after a minute, trailing little nibbles down her neck.

“No time. This’ll do.” She propped herself up on the edge of the counter. “Get your pants off. Come on, come on, come on.” The last words were spoken in low, impatient mutters.

He was chuckling as he shucked his pants and pulled his erection out of his underwear the way he had the day before. Then he stepped forward, pulling her toward him a bit before he hooked one of her thighs over his forearm and used his hand to move himself into position at her entrance.

He held the pose for a moment, staring down at her with something deeper than hunger.

But she wasn’t going to let that get in the way of her enjoyment. “Move it, Carlyle.”

Pushing into her with a low grunt, he choked on a half laugh.

She gasped out an “Eh!” as her body yielded to the penetration.

“Okay?” he asked after he’d finished the stroke. His arms were braced on the countertop, so he was surrounding her completely. His face was ducked against her shoulder.

“Yeah. Good. Good.” She dug her fingers into the back of his shoulders. “I want it.”

“Me too.” He wrapped one of her legs around his waist before he thrust again, causing her entire body to get deliciously jarred from the impact.

He took her with the same raw, primal pushes he’d used the night before, and she responded just as frantically, shamelessly. She was still sore from their previous activities, and he wasn’t taking it easy on her, but she didn’t want him to.

She wanted to feel it.

They fucked against the kitchen counter, their motion gradually intensifying and their vocal responses getting louder.

He really was a noisy lover. He let out a loud grunt every time he pushed into her, and he did nothing to try to stifle or hide it. But she wasn’t exactly quiet herself. As an orgasm tightened inside her, her gasps turned into helpless sobs.

Her whole body was jiggling at the end, shaken by the speed and force of his thrusts.

“Sa-vannah,” he choked out in loud bursts. The fingers of one of his hands were digging into the soft flesh of her thighs so hard it was definitely going to bruise.

“Almost... almost... there. Don’t... stop!” She came on the last word, biting down on his shoulder the way she had the day before. He already had a bruise from her teeth, and she bit down in close to the same place.

He gave an uninhibited bellow as he let go. As his body jerked through the spasms of his release, he started babbling out muffled, incomprehensible words that were probably nonsense.

She leaned back as her body relaxed in the rush of postorgasmic satisfaction. She was sorer and more exhausted than ever, but she also felt a lot better than she had earlier.

She’d never had sex midfight before, so she wasn’t sure what she should do or say. She wasn’t angry with Lance anymore. She wanted their argument to be over.

But Lance had been angry too, and it wasn’t like sex could fix anything.

It only exacerbated what was already there.

“Oh fuck,” Lance was mumbling as he stepped back and tucked himself back into his underwear. “Fuck, that was...”

She set her feet on the floor, and her knees almost buckled.

He pulled her against his chest and wrapped his arms around her.

It was exactly what she wanted, and she clung to him for a minute, taking comfort in the feel of his heat, his bigness, his fast-beating heart.

“I’m sorry about the yacht thing,” he said hoarsely against her ear. “I should have asked you first. I shouldn’t have assumed... I’m sorry.”

She started to shake as emotion she hadn’t expected rose up inside her.

“You all right?” Lance asked, stroking her hair when she didn’t answer. “It’s fine if you’re still mad.”

“I’m... I’m not mad anymore,” she admitted, turning her head so her cheek was pressed against his shoulder. “And to tell you the truth, I was more mad at myself than I was at you.”

“You were? Why?”

She had to take a few deep breaths before she could shape her confession into words. “Because the truth is I wanted to do it.”

“You wanted to...”

“Do the yacht thing. I wanted to.”

His body tensed up palpably. “You did? Because I can call Russell and ask—”

“No, no. I don’t mean I’m ready to jump in and... It’s that I wanted to go, and then I felt guilty about it for acting like all the people I’ve always resented, so I took it all out on you.”

His hand was still tangled in her hair, but he was just holding it now rather than stroking it. “I don’t think you need to feel guilty about that.”

“Maybe. Maybe not. I don’t know. I’m still trying to figure everything out.” She took a deep breath and made herself continue even though it made her more vulnerable than she was comfortable with. “When I was about seven, my mom would work at the grocery store in the afternoons, so my dad would pick me up from school and I’d ride around with him on his last jobs of the day.”

Lance stroked her hair, clearly listening. “Did you help him clean the pools?”

“No. I wanted to, but I had to stay in the truck and read. But mostly I’d sit and look at all the fancy houses. All the huge pools and big cars and expensive toys and everything I was never going to have. I remember one afternoon we went to your house. So my dad could do your pool.”

Lance’s body stiffened slightly. “Shit, did I do something horrible?”

“Not exactly. We parked, and I waited in the truck like normal, and you and a couple of your friends came out of the pool area. Your friends were making fun of my dad. They said really mean things about him, and I was right there in the truck, so I heard them. I can’t even begin to explain to you what that felt like. To see these rich ten-year-old boys mocking my dad—who I thought was the most amazing man in the world.”

“Oh shit,” Lance murmured again. “I didn’t make fun of him?”

Savannah shook her head. “You laughed.” She swallowed hard. “You thought it was funny.”

“I’m so sorry, Savannah. I was such a little ass. And most of my friends were too. And I can’t even remember that happening.”

“There’s no reason why you would. You were only ten. I was so upset I couldn’t even do anything. I didn’t get out and defend my dad. I didn’t try to beat you all up like I wanted. I did... nothing. It felt like I’d betrayed my dad by hearing that and not standing up for him, and I was upset about that for weeks afterward. Upset with myself. I’m not telling you this to make you feel bad but as a way of explaining. I’ve lived my whole life in the shadow of that little girl, looking out the window at everything she’ll never have, expecting to be attacked and always afraid I won’t be able to stand up for myself and the people I love. That’s why I got so defensive earlier. It felt like wanting to go out on the yacht was a betrayal of that little girl in the truck.”

“I can understand that. You’ve had a lot of years of being hurt by me and people like me. Anyone would be kind of defensive about it.”

“Maybe. But I realize I’ve been taking all that resentment out on you, and I shouldn’t do that. You don’t deserve it.” She finally had the courage to straighten up and look at his face. “I’m sorry.”

He leaned down to kiss her very gently. “I’m sorry too. For being that spoiled ass of a boy. And for not having grown out of it as much as I should.”
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TWO WEEKS LATER, SAVANNAH woke up with the pleasant sensation of having slept deep and long.

She stretched her body under the covers, vaguely wondering if it was a weekend. Maybe she’d be allowed to lie around and take it easy all day.

The sound of a soft snort startled her, breaking her out of her sleepy reverie. She turned and frowned to the right side of her, where she discovered Lance sound asleep on his stomach, one of his arms slung over her belly.

He was completely naked. She knew that because he’d pushed the covers down below his waist. She also knew he was naked because she now remembered he’d been that way when he fell asleep after they had sex, and he evidently hadn’t moved since.

They’d been having sex regularly for the past two weeks. Not that they’d ever made a verbal agreement about it. They’d just kept doing it after that evening in the kitchen. Last night Lance had been out late at an anniversary party for two of his friends. She’d been reading in bed when he got back and climbed on top of her, flinging her book across the room.

When she expressed perfectly justified outrage at such a course of action, he promised he’d make it up to her.

He had. More than once last night. He’d been fully committed to the enterprise. They’d both had a very good time.

And evidently he’d been so worn out afterward that he hadn’t bothered to go back to his own bed.

She liked the weight of his arm across her stomach, as if he was assuring himself in his sleep that she was beside him. She liked the way he occasionally snuffled. It made him feel more real, more human. She liked the way it felt like they were truly married, waking up like this in the same bed.

She liked it so much she had to stop herself. She reached over and poked Lance in the side.

He made a grumbling sound but didn’t move or open his eyes.

She poked him again, this time pairing it with “Hey, Carlyle.”

“Why am I being poked at such an ungodly hour?”

She wanted to giggle but managed not to. “It’s not an ungodly hour. It’s almost six thirty.”

“That can’t be right.” He still hadn’t opened his eyes, although he was obviously fully awake now. His hair was falling over his forehead and eyelids. “My alarm goes off at six.”

“Well, it probably did, but you aren’t in your room. You never made it back there last night.”

“Why not?”

“You tell me. Spending the night doesn’t seem appropriate behavior for casual-slash-hate sex, but you’re the one who did it.”

He finally lifted an eyelid and peered at her with one groggy hazel eye. “Sorry. Must have gone to sleep.”

“That’s okay. Happens to the best of us occasionally.” She was enjoying the conversation, and she was pretty sure he’d seen the smile she was trying to hide.

He closed his eyes and adjusted his position, turning his head to the opposite side and settling in like he was getting more comfortable.

She huffed. “Are you going back to sleep? It’s past your getting up time. What about your rigorous exercise regime?”

“I’ll skip it today.”

“You’re skipping again? You keep it up and your sexy arms will be history.” She reached over to caress the rippling line from his shoulder to his wrist. She really couldn’t help it, and she’d challenge any straight woman to resist the impulse when faced with the sight of one of Lance’s arms naked in bed like this.

Despite his pose of sleeping, Lance was obviously keeping up with the conversation. He replied in an exaggerated mumble. “Yesterday was arm day. My sexy arms will be fine.”

“Oh. That’s good. I’d hate to cheat womankind out of the sight of those arms even if they just get to admire them from a distance.”

She could have sworn he was smiling even though she couldn’t see his face. He still wasn’t moving, so she amused herself with caressing his arm some more, gradually moving her hand over to his shoulder and then down his bare back.

His back was pretty damn impressive too—tight, lean muscles against the angles of his shoulder blades and the column of his spine.

He made a low humming sound as she petted him.

“I like your freckles too,” she admitted, enjoying the faintly dappled colors of his skin with the freckles fading into his tan.

He mumbled something that sounded like, “Mm-hmm.”

“I do. Creates some chiaroscuro.” The word wasn’t accurate, but she figured Lance would enjoy it anyway.

He did. His shoulders shook briefly with suppressed amusement.

She was smiling like an idiot at his tousled, curly head. Then she noticed a dark mark on his right shoulder.

A bruise that was just starting to fade.

She was the cause of that bruise. Not just that first night but the second night as well. She’d bitten him there as she came, making the mark. Since then, she kept biting him in the same place, so the bruise hadn’t yet had a chance to fade completely away.

She didn’t do it on purpose. She wasn’t even aware when it was happening. That was just the place on his body that her mouth ended up when she was trying to deal with how good she was feeling.

She kind of liked the bruise. Like she’d marked him as hers.

Following a ridiculous impulse without thinking, she leaned over and bit the top of his shoulder, as close to the bruise as she could get.

She didn’t bite hard, but the effect was dramatic. Lance let out a rough sound and flipped over to face her.

“Did you just bite me?” he demanded.

“Nope. Not me.”

“You bit me!” A possessive kind of smile was barely hidden on his face, beneath his feigned outrage. “I was innocently sleeping, and you just went and bit me.”

She giggled helplessly and leaned back over to kiss the place she’d marked. “Sorry. Just a random impulse. Something about that shoulder is just begging to be bitten.”

She was still laughing as she rolled away from him and started to get up. She was wearing nothing but one of Lance’s undershirts, which was the only convenient article of clothing she’d found on her way to the bathroom after sex last night.

“Oh, no you don’t.” Lance grabbed her by the waist and pulled her back toward him. “You don’t get to bite me first thing in the morning and then get away without appropriate recompense.”

She squealed as she mock struggled against his grip until he had her turned over onto her back with his upper body braced above her. “Recompense? We’re doing recompense now?”

His grin was almost feral, and it was both sexy and something else. Something deeper that made her heart hammer. “Well, someone’s got to provide fair payment for that malicious bite I got just now.”

“Fine,” she said with a resigned sigh. She pulled the neckline of the white undershirt down to expose one of her shoulders. “Bite away. We’ll be even.”

His eyes narrowed to a wicked glint. He very slowly lowered his face toward her exposed skin. Just before he reached it, he glanced up to meet her eyes. “You ready for it?” he asked in an irresistibly husky voice.

Her breath hitched as she nodded. She was ridiculously excited about the bite. She chewed her lower lip as his lips brushed against her skin, feather soft.

Then, instead of biting, he planted his lips and blew hard, making a very rude sound against her skin. The vibrations caused intense chills to run all through her body. She let out a startled squeal and tried to pull away from him, but she was trapped by his arms and big body.

“What was that?” she demanded, relaxing back onto the bed once the chills had subsided. She scowled up at him for good measure, although she was still having to struggle not to laugh.

He leaned down as if he would kiss her, but he murmured instead, “Re-com-pense.”

“That wasn’t recompense. That wasn’t a fair trade. That was—” Her words were broken off when Lance tilted his head to press his mouth against the other side of her neck and blew hard a second time.

She squealed again and then kept squealing as he kept blowing, his own body shaking with amusement he was hiding better than she was. Again on her neck. Then lifting her shirt to reach her stomach. Then even doing it on her thighs. She made a feeble attempt to get away from him, but he was too strong for her, and the truth was she didn’t try very hard.

She was sobbing with laughter and frustration and pleasure when he pulled her leg up to reach her inner thigh. “No, no, no, no, stop! I give up! I give up!”

He lowered her thigh back to the bed with another grin. “You give up?”

“I give up.” Her breath was coming out as wheezes, but she managed something resembling a glare. “Bastard.”

“What was that?”

“Nothing. Nothing! Don’t do anymore, or I swear I’m going to pee in my pants.”

He chuckled and rubbed her inner thigh with irresistible entitlement, as if all her less-than-perfect flesh there belonged to him. “If I’m not mistaken, you’re not wearing any pants.”

“Then the peeing thing would be even messier.”

He chuckled and bent his elbows so he could kiss her.

She wanted to kiss him but also didn’t trust him at the moment, so she turned her head away.

“No more,” he said. “I promise.”

She relaxed, and he closed the distance between them with a very gentle kiss. “If I’d known all it would take for you to back down was to blow a bunch of raspberries all over your body, I would have done it ages ago.”

“No, you wouldn’t.” She tangled both hands in his hair. “I wouldn’t have let you.”

“That’s true. I’m not sure how I got so lucky this month, but I’m not going to complain.” He kissed her again, lowering more of his weight onto her. His erection poked into her stomach before he readjusted it so it was pressed flat between their bodies.

“So blowing raspberries turns you on, does it?” she asked, still smiling as she rubbed up against him.

“No. But you do. You do every time.”

There was no way in the world she didn’t want to hear that. She arched in pleasure as he found her mouth again and kissed her more deeply. They kissed and caressed each other in a haze of heavy enjoyment until he was fitting himself between her legs and pushing his hard length inside her.

“Not too rough this morning,” she said against his lips as her body adjusted to the substance of him inside her. “I’m kind of sore from last night.”

“Okay. No problem.” He started to rock his hips with a steady, gentle rhythm, and it was exactly what she wanted to feel.

She bent her legs and moved with him, rubbing her hands up and down his back until she ended up holding on to his ass, feeling the muscles as they clenched. After a couple of minutes, she squeezed one of her hands between their bodies so she could rub her clit as they moved together.

Then her inner muscles started to tighten.

“There you go,” Lance mumbled against her mouth. He was still trying to kiss her. “Is that working for you? What do you need me to do?”

“Just keep doing that,” she gasped, rubbing hard at her clit. “It’s working. It’s working.”

She couldn’t say anything more because he found her lips again. It wasn’t the most skillful or coordinated of kisses, but it was deep and naked and real.

She whimpered into his mouth as her body shook through a climax, and then she kept squeezing around him as his speed got jerky and he started to grunt his way to climax.

She loved the feel of his body as he came. She loved the helpless sounds he made. She loved the way everything about him softened afterward. She stroked him as he came down.

He kissed her mouth. Then kissed the side of her throat. Then he rolled off her and stretched out on the bed beside her.

She was wet between her legs from both his fluids and hers, and it wasn’t the most comfortable of feelings, but she wasn’t quite ready to move yet. Not even to clean herself up and pee, which she still needed to do.

“That was amazing,” Lance huffed out. He reached over and patted the first part of her body he touched, which happened to be her hand. “You’re amazing.”

“Thank you. You’re not bad yourself, even if that was the last thing I expected to be doing at six forty-five on a Friday morning.”

Something changed about his body. “Shit. It’s Friday. Isn’t it?”

“Yes. What’s wrong with that? Almost the weekend.”

“I know.” He groaned and rubbed at his face. “Damn it.”

“What’s the matter? Is something wrong?”

“No. Not really.” He turned his head to meet her eyes. “It’s nothing really. Just my mother’s birthday.”

“Oh.” She frowned. “It is?”

“Yeah.”

“Do you... do you need to do something? See her or something?”

“Yeah.” He groaned again, softer this time. “There’s always a birthday dinner. I have to go. I can skip almost everything else, but I can’t skip that without really hurting her. I just dread it.”

“Oh. I’m sorry.” She glanced toward him. “It’s at your parents’ house?”

“No. Fortunately, it’s at a restaurant, which makes it a little better. But it’s just me, my mom, my dad, my sister and her husband. So it’s nothing but family. It’s usually... terrible.”

Savannah knew very well how conflicted Lance’s relationship with his family was, and she hated how down he seemed at the thought of the dinner, even after having a very nice morning. “Your sister’s husband comes?” she asked slowly.

Lance lowered his brows. “Y-yeah.”

“So I could come too, if you wanted. I mean, if you thought it would help.”

He licked his lips, his body growing very still. “You’re not going to want to come to this dinner.”

“Well, it probably wouldn’t be on my top-ten list of things to do tonight, but it’s not that big a deal to me. If you think it would help, I’ll come with you.” When he didn’t respond immediately—just kept staring at her like she’d grown a second head—she hurried on, “But it’s no big deal. If it’s easier for you to go alone, that’s totally fine with me too. Just thought I’d offer.”

“You’d really come?”

Suddenly self-conscious, she shrugged and glanced away. “Sure. Why not? It’s just a dinner. I’ve done plenty of dinners with you before.”

“But this would be different. This is going to be very uncomfortable. They basically hate every single one of my life choices, and they aren’t afraid to tell me so to my face.” There was a new glint in his eyes despite his words. Something that looked a little like hope.

It was that hope that decided her. “I’ve handled plenty of uncomfortable situations before. I’m not personally invested in your folks, so it’s not going to be as hard for me as it is for you. It’s really fine, Lance. I’ll go. I’ll go.”

He took a strange shaky breath and picked her hand up off the bed. He squeezed it before releasing it gently. “Thank you.”

***
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THE DINNER WAS AT THE most expensive restaurant in Green Valley (and there were a lot of expensive restaurants in town).

Savannah didn’t much like this restaurant. She found it stuffy and pretentious, and the food wasn’t nearly good enough for the prices they charged. But evidently the prestige was enough to make it a popular place. It was impossible to get in without making a reservation at least a month in advance.

The Carlyles had one of the best tables in the place, in a private alcove near a stone fireplace.

It wasn’t nearly cold enough for a fire, but one was blazing anyway. Savannah was uncomfortably hot as soon as she walked in, and excessive heat definitely wasn’t good for people’s tempers.

She was worried.

Lance felt tense beside her.

She hadn’t been sure what to wear, so she’d put on an outfit that was nearly always safe in Green Valley. A dark gray pencil skirt and a light blue-gray cashmere twinset with good heels and tasteful diamond jewelry. Lance was wearing a regular suit, so she figured she was dressy enough to pass for anything but the most formal of cocktail parties while still not drawing attention to herself.

Apparently she’d chosen well since Penelope—Lance’s sister—was wearing a near-identical outfit in different colors.

Lance was more attentive to her than normal. Getting the car door for her when they arrived at the restaurant. Keeping his hand on the small of her back as they walked. Guiding her to a seat at the table and pulling the chair out for her before she sat down. She figured it was a way to distract himself from interacting with his family.

She didn’t mind. It felt nice.

The first hour of the dinner went fine. It was definitely not fun. Every word felt forced. Fake. But the conversation was basically polite as they discussed Mr. and Mrs. Carlyle’s trip to the south of France last month and the new house Penelope and her husband had bought outside DC, where they lived.

Savannah said as little as possible, replying whenever she was asked a question but mostly letting the others guide the discussion. She didn’t know these people well enough to be sure of the best things to say, and the last thing she wanted was to make it worse for Lance by accidentally stepping on someone’s toes.

After the main course, Mrs. Carlyle opened her presents. Lance had bought her a gorgeous scarf—labeling it as being from both him and Savannah—and his mother appeared to adore it.

By the time a server brought out expertly decorated individual lemon cakes—with a single candle on Mrs. Carlyle’s—Savannah was starting to relax. Not much longer left of the dinner, and then they could leave. The ordeal would be over, and it wouldn’t have been as bad as she’d expected.

She shouldn’t have relaxed.

As soon as Mrs. Carlyle blew out her candle, Penelope turned to Lance and asked, “So, how’s your little business going?”

That was what she said. Little business. Her tone was fake pleasant. The condescension was clear.

Savannah had never known Penelope well. She was five years older than Lance and had been off to college by the time Savannah was ten, so she’d never had a clear impression of her except that she came across as the perfect Green Valley country-club girl even after she moved out of town.

Because she wasn’t prepared, Savannah stared in astonishment at Penelope before she managed to control her expression.

Lance was obviously not surprised at all. He arched his eyebrows in his lofty look and murmured, “It’s going well.”

“It’s really cute how hard you’re working on it. Are you getting any better clients?” Penelope was all big hazel eyes, perfect lipstick, and false innocence.

Savannah wanted to scratch lines down her face.

Then Mr. Carlyle got in on the conversation, giving pompous, unneeded advice about what Lance should be doing with his business and how to raise the profile so he could get clients that really mattered rather than dealing with the riffraff.

He used that exact word. Riffraff.

For fifteen minutes, as they ate their cake, Savannah listened to Lance’s father and sister treat him like an ignorant child who’d made too many stupid decisions in the past to be trusted with handling his own business and his own life. Soon she was having to twist her hands in her lap and bite her bottom lip to keep from snapping at them, telling them to shut the fuck up, or reaching over to give them the smacks they deserved.

Lance had told her on the way over that he didn’t want arguments or direct conflict tonight. It would upset his mother, and he didn’t want to risk that on her birthday. So Savannah kept her mouth shut. But it was hard.

Really hard.

Mrs. Carlyle was obviously worried, even occasionally beginning a pleading “Now let’s not...” But her murmurs always trailed off. She wasn’t going to stand up to her husband or daughter even though she obviously didn’t like them treating Lance this way.

Lance just sat there and took it. He wasn’t a particularly reserved man, so Savannah had never seen him so contained before. So utterly closed down. He would answer direct questions with brief replies, but he didn’t counter any of the criticism.

He just wanted to get through the dinner without a blowup. Savannah sat rigidly beside him and prayed the ordeal would be over soon.

Then Mr. Carlyle said in an offhand, rumbling voice, “Nothing to do about it now, but it would have helped if you’d married someone with connections.”

Lance’s body stiffened visibly.

“Nothing personal, of course,” Mr. Carlyle went on, turning to look at Savannah. “I’m sure you’re doing your best. But connections are important, and Lance doesn’t always remember that. How are your parents doing? Your father used to clean our pool, didn’t he?” There was a slight sneer behind the polite facade.

Savannah was frozen. It had been several years since anyone had treated her openly like trash the way this horrible man just had.

And he was Lance’s father.

“Stop it,” Lance gritted out, sounding angry for the first time.

Worried about Lance losing control, Savannah put a gentle hand on his sleeve. “It’s fine. Don’t worry about it.”

“It isn’t fine.” He’d turned toward her, his jaw so tight she could see the muscles rippling. “He doesn’t get to talk to you that way.”

“Oh please, little brother.” Penelope’s tone was that same obnoxious saccharine. “Don’t get all defensive. We know you only married her to spite us. And to get grandma’s money.”

“Stop it!” Lance’s voice still wasn’t loud, but it snapped like a whip. He stood abruptly, causing his chair to wobble. Glancing down at Savannah, he murmured thickly, “Let’s go.”

She got up immediately, shaking from nerves. She normally wasn’t afraid of direct conflict, but this was different.

It wasn’t her getting hurt here.

“Now come on, don’t be that way. There’s no reason to go off in a pout just because—”

Lance didn’t even glance over at his sister. He walked around the table and leaned over to kiss his mother on the cheek. “I’m sorry, Mom. Happy birthday.”

He didn’t even look at the others.

Savannah wasn’t sure if she should say anything, so she murmured a happy birthday to his mother and then took Lance’s arm as they left the table and walked through the restaurant to the exit.

She was still shaking, but she was relieved to get away from them.

Maybe she’d made a mistake in volunteering to come to this dinner. She was afraid she’d just made it worse.

***
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LANCE WAS SILENT ON the drive home.

She tried a couple of times to make conversation, but he obviously wasn’t up to it, so she sat without talking, searching her mind for something—anything—she could do to make him feel better.

His face was calm. Unreadable. But he still felt like the walking wounded to her, and she wished she were better at taking care of people.

She’d never been any good at it, but she wanted to take care of him right now.

When they got back to the condo, she went right to her room to take off her expensive clothes and makeup. They felt contaminated by the dinner they’d just had. Once she was in a soft pajama set, she went to find Lance to make sure he was okay.

He wasn’t in the bedroom, and he wasn’t in the kitchen. She found him on the leather sofa in the living area. He was still wearing his suit, and he was holding a bottle of Perrier that he hadn’t even opened. The television wasn’t on, and his phone was sitting neglected on the coffee table. He was just sitting stiffly.

Her heart twisted as she looked at him.

“Lance,” she said, coming over to sit beside him. She put a hand on his thigh. “Why don’t you just go to bed? It won’t feel so terrible in the morning.”

“I’m fine,” he mumbled, his blank gaze moving to her face.

She wasn’t sure if he even saw her. She made a helpless whimper in her throat. What the hell was she supposed to do with him? It felt like he was breaking right in front of her eyes. “Well, at least get more comfortable. You don’t need to still be wearing that suit.”

He didn’t respond, so she reached over to loosen his tie. “Come on now.” She was very close to him, and her voice came out soft and hoarse. “You’re going to have to help me get it off or I’ll strangle you again.”

She expected him to at least twitch his mouth at the reference to the first time they had sex. He didn’t. He obediently raised a hand and pulled his tie loose.

She dropped it on the coffee table and reached for the lapels of his jacket. “Now this.”

With a compliance that wasn’t at all like him, he straightened up and helped her take his jacket off.

His pale blue dress shirt was just slightly wrinkled. He hadn’t relaxed at all. She was chilled and breathless as she unhooked the buckle of his belt.

He blinked at her, looking almost dazed. “Did you want to have sex?”

“No! Of course not. I’m just trying to get some of your clothes off so you’ll be more comfortable. I want to help, but I don’t know what to do.”

“You don’t have to do anything. I’m fine.” He covered his eyes briefly with one hand before he lowered it.

“No, you’re not fine.” She pulled off his belt and then undid a couple of buttons on his shirt. “Are you sure you don’t want to just go to bed?”

“I’m fine.”

She let out a raspy exhale and took the sparkling water out of his loose grip. “Did you want some of this?” She unscrewed the top for him and handed it back.

He gulped down a couple of swallows.

She set the bottle on the side table. At her wit’s end, she reached over to rub the back of his neck. His hair tickled her skin. “Lance, please try to let go a little. You can talk to me, you know.”

“I’m...”

Fine.

That was what he would have said had he finished, and it was nothing but a lie.

She had no idea what it felt like to have a family who made it clear they didn’t love you, didn’t value you, didn’t care about your well-being.

Evidently it felt like this.

She kept rubbing his neck until he let out a slow, thick sigh. She glanced down and saw he’d closed his eyes.

She adjusted her position, folding her legs up on the couch so she could get better access to his neck. She continued the massage with a little more force.

He sighed again.

At the sound of his responses, something started tightening in her belly. It wasn’t arousal, but it was similar. Like some kind of emotion had coiled down inside her and was growing every second until it might simply consume her.

After a minute, something happened to Lance’s body. It buckled strangely, and he kind of fell in her direction.

The sudden collapse scared her. She drew him toward her shoulder instinctively, changing the neck massage to a back rub since most of his back was suddenly exposed to her. But she felt awkward, uncomfortable, like she was underwater. Having to do something she was completely unprepared for and would never be good at.

They held the position for a minute, his head leaning against her shoulder. But his body was bent awkwardly, and she was sure he wasn’t comfortable. So she finally tried to adjust their positions.

He was too big for her to move.

“Carlyle.” She gave him a little push so she’d have the freedom to move. “Hold on a minute. Just let me—”

“I’m sorry.” He was straightening up, blinking like he was waking himself up. “I didn’t mean to lie on—”

“It’s fine. I don’t mind. I just think we’ll be more comfortable if we lie down on the couch. Can we try that?”

It took some bumbling around, but they finally managed to both stretch out on the large couch. She was on her side, trapped between his body and the back cushions, and he was facing her. Her arms were around him tightly, and she wrapped one leg around him too.

This was better. More comfortable. And closer. She felt like she was holding him together.

He hugged her back, tucking his face in the crook of her neck. She rubbed his back with one hand and held on to him with the other.

When she pressed even closer to him, he mumbled, “We can have sex if you want.”

“I don’t want to have sex, Lance.” She moved a hand to rub his scalp through his thick hair. “I just want to do this.”

His body grew still for just a moment. “What did you say?”

She frowned in confusion. Was he really that far out of it? “I said I don’t want to have sex. I just want to do this.”

“Okay.” His body slowly started to relax, which meant she could finally start to relax too.

She held him, caressed him, for a long time. She had no idea how long it was. Although her nerves eventually settled, that clench in her gut never did.

It was strong. Coiled tight. Emotional.

And completely focused on Lance.

***
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SHE EVENTUALLY FELL asleep, although she wasn’t aware of doing so. But it was quite a while later when she vaguely became conscious of Lance moving. Pulling away from her.

She didn’t want him to leave her, so she reached out for him instinctively, grumbling wordlessly at the loss of his big, hot body.

“Hold on,” he said softly. Even in her half-sleeping state, she was aware he sounded far more like himself than he had earlier in the evening. “I’m just trying to get you to bed.”

“What time is it?”

“It’s after two. And you’re really going to regret it if you sleep on this couch all night. Come on, baby. Let me get you to bed.”

It felt like she was hearing the words through a cloud, so she had no idea what was happening. But somehow she was being lifted up. Cradled in strong arms.

She clung to him automatically and buried her face in his shirt. He smelled like effort and the faint remnants of aftershave. Like Lance. “You’re carrying me?”

“Yes. I’m carrying you.” He hefted her slightly in his arms, giving her a little bounce before he started to walk.

“No one carries me.”

“Well, I don’t think it’s likely to be a common occurrence. If you were all the way awake, you probably wouldn’t let me.”

She didn’t know what to make of that and was too sleepy to figure it out. It felt like she was drugged. Like she could barely get her eyes open.

The walk to her bedroom seemed to take forever, and the next thing she knew, Lance was lowering her carefully onto her bed. She pushed the covers farther out of the way so she could lie on the sheet. The bed was nice and cool, and she stretched her cramped arms and legs.

Lance leaned over and pulled the covers up over her. She could smell his closeness, so she reached out for him.

Then he was there. His face right against her. He pressed a kiss on one of her cheeks. “Thank you for tonight, baby. Get some sleep.”

She liked his hoarse murmur. She liked the smell and feel of him. When she felt him withdrawing, she grabbed for him with a whimper of objection.

“I’m going to bed too,” he said, moving one of her hands from his shoulder.

She felt almost frantic at the idea of losing him, and she had no idea why. “No, no, no. Don’t go. Sleep here with me.”

His body grew briefly still.

“Stay with me,” she added, still trying to get her eyes open all the way.

He let out a long exhale as if he’d let go of his resistance. “Okay. Okay, I will.”

There was some rustling beside the bed, and she peered at him through her eyelashes until she figured out he was taking off his shirt and trousers. He got under the covers beside her, still in his boxer briefs and undershirt, and she immediately cuddled up beside him.

He held her against his side with one arm.

“Are you comfortable?” she asked, her voice muffled by the fabric of his undershirt.

“Yes. I’m comfortable. Now go back to sleep.”

It felt like he’d pressed a kiss into her hair, but she wasn’t in a fit state to figure out such things at the moment.

She closed her eyes, relaxed, and went to sleep.
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Seven
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THE FOLLOWING MORNING, Savannah woke up knowing it was a Saturday. For a minute she enjoyed that leisurely freedom of sleeping in without the pressure of getting up for work.

Slowly the previous night started coming back to her until she remembered Lance carrying her to bed.

Her eyes popped open at the flood of warm feeling evoked by the recollection.

Had it even been real?

She turned her head and saw Lance lying in bed beside her. Yep, real. He was awake, propped up on a couple of pillows and resting his eyes on her.

“Mornin’,” she mumbled with a slightly sheepish smile.

His face softened. “Good morning.”

“Y’okay?”

“Yeah. I’m fine.” When she searched his face for any sign of the angst he’d been dealing with last night, he added, “I’m better. Thank you.”

She rolled over onto her side and pulled the covers up over the skin bared by her tank top. “Good. I was worried.”

“I know you were. I’m sorry about that. But I’m better now.”

“You don’t need to be sorry. It was terrible. I mean, I knew it’s always been hard with your folks, but I didn’t expect...” She swallowed hard and tried again. “I didn’t know it would be so painful. I didn’t realize. I don’t know how you do it.”

“That’s why I try to avoid them as much as possible. Even my mom can’t do much without getting on my dad’s bad side.”

She couldn’t resist the impulse to reach over and smooth down his riotous curls. When the gesture moved her in arm’s reach, he eased her closer so she was tucked in the crook of his arm.

She had no objections to the position. Settling at his side, she moved her hand from his hair to his chest, playing absently with his nipples and chest hair. She vaguely recalled him getting in bed in his undershirt, so he must have gotten hot and taken it off sometime during the night. “Well, you did good. With them, I mean. I don’t know how you held out as long as you did before you gave up.”

“Thank you for going to dinner with me.” His tone was so unlike him that she looked up. His eyes were serious, slightly heavy. “And for afterward. It... it really meant a lot to me. The way you helped me.”

She gulped and glanced down. She wasn’t used to Lance being so earnest, and she wasn’t sure how to handle it.

An earnest Lance Carlyle might have been the most terrifying thing she’d ever faced.

“You’re welcome,” she mumbled. “It wasn’t a big deal.”

“It was a big deal to me.”

She wrapped one arm around him in a brief squeeze and hoped it would convey her understanding and appreciation without using words she didn’t have it in her to say.

Evidently Lance interpreted both the gesture and her emotional discomfort accurately. He chuckled softly, brushed a kiss into her hair, and changed the subject. “Do you have any jobs today?”

She only rarely made studio appointments on weekends, but she often had other jobs—parties or weddings to film. “Nope. Not today. I have two whole days off, if you can believe it.”

“That’s good. So what are you going to do with all that free time? Have some fun, I hope.”

“Definitely. I’m planning to find a show on Netflix that I can binge.”

Lance huffed. “Surely you can do better than that for fun on a Saturday. The weather is supposed to be great today.”

“Binge-watching sounds like plenty of fun to me. Let me guess, your plan for the day is to hang out on one of your boats and drink beer.”

“Exactly. I’m planning to take the catamaran out—the weather looks good for it. But it’s a lot more than drinking beer, which you’d know if you ever did it.”

She frowned up at him, more out of habit than out of any real annoyance. “Some of us don’t own two dozen boats, you know.”

“I only own two.” There was a warm smile in his eyes that threatened to go to her head. “Although your point is well taken. But there’s no reason for you not to try it now since my boats are at your disposal.”

He was serious. His tone was light, but she could see he was genuinely asking. So her tone was gentler than normal as she replied, “I do appreciate the offer. And I’m not entirely opposed to it. But I don’t find the idea of drinking beer with your buddies all that relaxing.”

“Ah. I see the confusion. There wouldn’t be any buddies there today. Just me.” He tucked a strand of hair behind her ear. “And hopefully you.”

Her heart burst into ridiculous flutters. She kept her eyelids down as she said, “Oh. Okay.”

“Okay you’ll do it? We could go out on the lake this morning, and we’d still have all afternoon to binge on Netflix.”

She shot him a quick look. Did he really want to watch Netflix with her after spending all morning on the boat together?

At her hesitation, he added in a familiar dry tone, “Unless you’re afraid you’re going to get seasick and embarrass yourself.”

She gasped. “I’m not going to get seasick!”

“Then you’ll do it?”

“Yes. Okay. I’ll do it.”

“Good.” He leaned down to nuzzle the side of her head and murmured against her ear, “I’ve never met anyone who took so long to accept a simple invitation.”

She narrowed her eyes. “Keep it up, Carlyle, and that yes will turn to no.”

He laughed and wrapped both arms around her in a quick hug. “I’ll be good. I promise.”

He seemed happy. Genuinely happy and excited about the day. After all, boating was one of his favorite things in the world.

It made it impossible for Savannah not to be a little excited about it too.

***
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SAVANNAH ENDED UP HAVING a great time on the sailboat. The weather was perfect—sunny with a brisk breeze that wasn’t too cool for comfort. Lance spent a lot of time showing her how to sail. How to adjust the lines and get the most from the wind. What to do in different situations. How to handle problems. She listened and followed his instructions as much as possible, and it wasn’t stressful because he was such a good teacher. Patient and easygoing. She enjoyed it a lot more than she’d expected.

When they got to a good spot in an isolated cove, he dropped anchor. They hung out there for a couple of hours. It was too early in the day for Savannah to want a beer, but she had a Coke instead, and they ate the snacks they’d brought with them. She laughed her head off at some of the stories Lance told her about debacles he’d had in boats.

They returned to the condo at around two. They both went to take showers, and Lance surprised her as she was leaving the bathroom in her towel. He grabbed her and carried her to her bed over his shoulder, and they ended up having an hour’s worth of naked fun under the covers. Then they cleaned up and went to watch TV on the couch for the rest of the day and got Chinese delivered for dinner.

Savannah had absolutely no complaints about the day.

***
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THEY WENT OUT ON THE lake again the following Saturday morning, only this time Lance insisted that she do most of the work. She remembered her lessons pretty well from the previous week, but it was a lot of stress to be solely responsible, and she and Lance got into a couple of arguments about his bossiness and obnoxiousness in making her do everything.

The arguments were typical for them and didn’t get in the way of her enjoying the day, but she was exhausted when they finally got back to the condo after lunch, much more tired than she’d been returning last week.

As soon they walked in, she went to her bedroom and collapsed sideways on the bed, her legs hanging over the side.

Lance followed her, stretching out on the bed beside her. He wore khakis and a casual button-up shirt only half-tucked and with the sleeves rolled up to his elbows. He looked masculine and windblown and scrumptious.

She turned her head in his direction and said, “If you’re hoping for a repeat of last week, then you’re going to have to give me some recovery time. That was exhausting!”

He gave her a lopsided smile that was soft and just slightly goofy. “And here you were thinking all I did was sit around drinking beer.”

She sniffed. “I’m sure it’s not so exhausting for you. You’ve been doing it all your life.”

“Yeah. That’s true. And you’re probably more tired because you were so stressed out about it.”

“I wasn’t stressed out!” At his pointed look, she relented. “Okay, maybe I was a little stressed. But I don’t know what I’m doing, and a boat is a big thing to be responsible for.”

“You did great.”

“I didn’t do that good.”

“For your first time, you did amazing. You shouldn’t be so hard on yourself. You don’t always have to be an expert.”

She glanced over and saw he was watching her closely. “I don’t expect to always be an expert. But I’m usually good at things.”

“I know you are. You’re way too good at way too many things. That’s why it’s hard for you to not be in control. But you’ll be good at sailing too. You’ll just have to keep coming out with me.”

She rolled her eyes at his slightly taunting tone, but she wasn’t really annoyed. “You’re good at almost everything too.”

“I know I am.”

“That wasn’t a compliment. I was clarifying that I’m not the only one used to being in control.”

“I never said you are. I think that’s why we understand each other.”

She thought about that and concluded that he was right. They did understand each other. She felt closer to him than she did to almost anyone else. She wasn’t sure when it had happened, but it had.

To offset that rather terrifying revelation, she made a joke. “Of course, I might be a little better at some things than you. I seem to recall you not holding out quite long enough on one occasion in the past.”

He made an exaggerated sound of outrage. “I should have known you’d keep bringing that up every time you need an advantage. I more than made up for that, and you know it.”

“If you say so.”

He turned on his side, his eyes heating up. “If we were to count up the number of orgasms we’ve had between us in the weeks we’ve been together, I think you’ll have to admit that you’ve come out well ahead.”

“Hey, it’s not my fault that my body is designed without limits in that regard, and yours isn’t.”

“True, but I think if we’re to have a fair competition about which one of us has more control, you’d find I was the winner.”

“You arrogant jackass! Of course you’d think that. But you’d be wrong. A fair competition would have the same results as the first time we had sex. You’d end up coming just a little too quickly.”

Lance sat up, grinning almost predatorily. “Is that a challenge?”

She shrugged and sat up too. “It wasn’t intended as a challenge, but we can certainly make it one.”

“So we’ll have a contest? We’ll time how long it takes for each of us to come, and whoever holds out longest is the winner.”

“You’re crazy!” She was laughing now, although she was also getting a little excited. “You really want to have a contest about that?”

“If I didn’t know better, I’d say that you were worried about me winning.”

“I’m not a bit worried. If you want to have a contest, we can do it. But the rules have got to be fair. No cheating. No artificial help. No vibrators. Nothing but what we can do with our own bodies.”

“Fair enough. And we can’t do it at the same time either. We need to be free to focus fully on the task at hand.” He was looking just as excited as she felt. His cheeks were flushed, and his eyes were smoldering. “We’ll take turns and time it. What’s the prize for the winner?”

She thought for a moment until it came to her. “I know. Halloween is coming up on Thursday. The loser has to wear a costume of the winner’s choice all day.”

Lance barked out a short laugh, but then his expression changed into thoughtfulness. “Wearing a costume on Halloween isn’t all that significant. What if we make it next Saturday? The loser has to wear the costume all day on Saturday. That way it won’t get in the way of our work, but it will be more embarrassing.”

“Only for you since I’m going to win.”

“We’ll see.” He extended a hand to her. “Do we have a challenge?”

She shook his hand. “It’s a deal.”

He reached into his pants pocket. “Flip a coin to see who goes first?”

“Do it. Heads you get me to come first, and tails I get you to come first.”

He flipped the coin, and it landed tails.

She stood and set up the stopwatch on her phone. “Okay. You ready?”

“I’m ready. Take your best shot.”

She was ridiculously excited as she started the timer. She already had her strategy planned out, and she was quite sure Lance wouldn’t have a chance of beating her. As soon as the time began, she started stripping her clothes off right in front of where Lance was sitting on the side of the bed.

The minute she took her top off, he started to get hard. By the time she was naked and kneeling in front of him, he was mostly erect.

“This has got to be cheating,” Lance murmured thickly, his eyes devouring her naked form.

“Nope. This is just what my body can do. Not my fault boobs get you every time.” She scooted closer and parted his legs, beginning to work on the button and zipper of his trousers. Her face was only a few inches from his groin, and it was definitely having an effect on him.

“Oh shit,” he breathed, lifting his hips so she could pull down his pants and underwear. “This can’t be fair.”

She took what was now a full erection in her hands and smiled up at him with exaggerated innocence, batting her eyelashes and pursing her lips.

He huffed with amusement and then winced as she caressed the length of him.

Pleased with her quick success, she parted his knees to make more room and then leaned forward to lick a line down the underside of his shaft.

He let out a loud grunt.

She couldn’t stop smiling as she closed her lips around the tip of his erection and sucked hard.

His hips jerked with an involuntary thrust.

This was going to be over in no time. The muscles of his thighs and abs were already ridiculously tense. His hands were fisted in the bedding on either side of him, and he was gazing down at her with a hot, possessive hunger.

She wrapped one hand around the base of his erection and took the rest of him in her mouth, building up a fast rhythm of squeezing and sucking, and Lance was grunting and rocking almost immediately.

Her mind buzzed with excitement—with power—as Lance’s grunts turned quickly into the loud, helpless sounds he made just before he came.

Wanting to get him there as soon as possible, she reached her free hand down beneath her mouth to massage his balls and then farther back to rub the spot just behind.

He came hard with a loud bellow.

As soon as she felt the first spurt of his release, she let him slip out of her mouth so she could stop the clock.

Two minutes and six seconds.

That’s all the time it had taken him to come.

He’d fallen back on the bed in a sated sprawl, panting and holding his softening penis in one hand. But his eyes were wry and knowing as they met hers.

She showed him her phone.

“That’s a perfectly respectable showing, considering the circumstances,” he murmured dryly.

She giggled.

Then she was suddenly aware of something she hadn’t been before.

She was turned on. Very turned on. Going down on him, seeing how he responded, had been incredibly hot.

And now her body was primed for more.

“Shit,” she whispered. “This isn’t fair.”

He must have seen it on her face because he knew immediately what she was talking about. He laughed and stood up quickly, tucking himself back into his pants. He took the phone out of her hand and reset the timer.

“Hey,” she objected. “Wait a minute. This isn’t right. You should have had to go first.”

“Luck of the draw.” He started the timer and then grabbed her bodily, tossing her lightly onto the bed with her legs hanging over the side the way they’d been before.

“Wait.” It was all happening so fast, and she was way too turned on already. “This isn’t right. I already have my clothes off. It’s not a fair challenge if—”

He ignored her, kneeling on the floor next to the bed and pulling her bottom closer to the edge so he could get her where he wanted.

She stretched her arms out spread-eagle and fumbled for purchase as he started to work over her already aroused flesh with eager, sloppy skill.

He was way too good at this. It wasn’t natural or fair. She whimpered as her body responded to his ministrations, and then she cried out in pleasure when he sank three fingers inside her, curling them up to hit her G-spot.

He pumped a few times before he lowered his mouth to suck her clit. She was sobbing and twisting helplessly as an orgasm rose fast and hard.

He hummed in approval as he intensified his rhythm, pushing into her so vigorously that her entire body jiggled.

She raised her head so she could see him as she frantically rode his hand with loud sounds of effort and pleasure. Her climax broke way too fast, and she arched up with a muffled cry.

As soon as her inner muscles clamped down around him, he raised his head from her clit. He kept taking her through her orgasm with his fingers even as he reached over with his free hand to stop the clock.

She collapsed back when she’d finally ridden out the last of her spasms. The pleasure had lasted a really long time, and she felt boneless and happy.

But she was aware enough to know she was in trouble when Lance gave a wicked smile.

“What?” she demanded, trying and failing to sit up. She reclined on the bed, panting and limp. “Show me.”

He showed her the phone.

Two minutes and three seconds.

“No!” she wailed.

Lance laughed.

“No, that wasn’t fair. You had an unjust advantage. I was already turned on from getting you off.”

“It’s not my fault that you find sucking me off so arousing. Why didn’t I know this fact before?”

“Because it’s none of your business.” She frowned at him deeply. “And I’m not sure this was a fair challenge.”

“So you’re going to renege on the bet?” He was still smiling. He obviously knew she would go through with it.

“No. I’ll do it.” She scowled at him as she finally managed to sit up. “But I just want to make it clear the challenge wasn’t entirely fair. I got you going from a cold start.”

He leaned down to kiss her. “Yes. You did.”

“So what kind of costume am I going to have to wear on Saturday?”

“I don’t know. I’ll think of something good.”

***
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HE CAME HOME ON FRIDAY with a costume for her to wear the next day, an over-the-top sexy bunny costume, complete with cottontail and rabbit ears. He even painted whiskers and a dark nose on her face.

He didn’t let her hide away at home all day either. He took her out to breakfast. Then they went grocery shopping and walked around the downtown area. Then they had lunch at a lakeside restaurant. She had to wear her bunny outfit for all of it.

She didn’t complain or resent it, however—she’d have done the same to him (and maybe more) if she’d been the one who won.

She went through the day with the cool disinterest necessary for making it through such a scenario. People giggled and looked and asked her what was going on, and she acted like wearing a bunny costume on a random Saturday was a perfectly normal thing to do.

Lance spent most of the day laughing his ass off.

That evening, they had a cocktail party at the country club that Lance had forgotten about, and he gave her a reprieve from the costume for that.

Thank God—she really didn’t want to go to a fancy party with a fluffy tail and whiskers, especially since the party was Lance’s thing and not hers. She put on her most flattering cocktail dress and her designer heels, but her purse was larger than normal.

She and Lance drove to the venue in his Aston Martin, and she went to the restroom as soon as she got there.

First she refreshed her rose-colored lipstick. Then she pulled her bunny ears out of her purse and put them on, admiring the effect in the mirror—the way the fuzzy ears contrasted with her diamond jewelry.

Trying not to giggle, she went out to the large room where Lance was waiting. He’d found some of his friends and was talking to them.

She walked over to join them with an air of blasé confidence, not a trace of a smile on her face.

Lance took one look at her and burst out in laughter, nearly bending over with the force of it.

Some of his friends smiled and some looked confused. She didn’t care about them. The ears were entirely for Lance’s benefit.

She made it through the whole party, talking to every stuffy person and annoying snob as if she were completely unaware of wearing the bunny ears. Lance kept trying to restrain his hilarity, but he couldn’t and finally had to leave the room so he could stop laughing.

All in all, she decided the day had been a success.

And it only got better when they got home after the party. Lance took off her dress and fucked her over a table in her bra and panties until she came and came again. While they were going at it, he accidentally discovered that she enjoyed getting little swats on her butt midsex, so he kept that up as he took her from behind until she had one of the most intense orgasms of her life.

But he made her keep the bunny ears on the whole time.
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Eight
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THE FOLLOWING FRIDAY, Savannah was stretched out under the covers on Lance’s bed with her head propped up on two pillows, drinking the coffee he’d brought her a few minutes ago.

She’d fallen asleep in his bed last night after they’d had sex, and she hadn’t bothered going back to her own. They’d spent the night in the same bed several times now, and Lance didn’t appear to think it was strange that she hadn’t returned to her room. As inexplicable as it was given their relationship, waking up with him in the morning was beginning to feel natural to her.

Her first appointment was at ten, so she’d decided to sleep in later than normal. She’d still been in bed when Lance returned from his workout and run, and she’d quickly forgiven him for calling out how lazy she was being when he came back into his bedroom with a mug of coffee and handed it to her.

He’d looked tempted to kiss her or rub up against her or somehow get her all sweaty, but she’d warned him off in no uncertain terms, and he’d strolled into the bathroom with an irresistibly warm laugh.

The sound of the shower spray from the master bathroom carried into the bedroom, and she smiled at the closed door like a dope. Fortunately, her phone beeped with an incoming text, saving her from the uncharacteristic sappiness.

She grabbed it from the nightstand where she’d set it last night before giving Lance a tongue-in-cheek striptease, complete with humming her own musical accompaniment, and saw that the text was from Rosa, continuing a conversation they’d begun the day before.

Just ASK him!

Savannah glanced at the bathroom door before she tapped out a reply. I still don’t know.

You wouldn’t have mentioned it if you didn’t want him to go with you.

Maybe.

Not maybe. For sure. So just ask. The worst that happens is he says no.

Savannah stared at the words on her phone, torn and confused and ridiculously nervous about issuing this particular invitation to Lance.

Another text came in from Rosa as she hesitated. Look. If he says yes, all good. If he says no, then he’s really the jerk you used to think he was.

Savannah glanced at the bathroom door one more time. She could hear the shower still. That’s what I’m afraid of.

I know. But better to find out now, before it’s too late.

Part of Savannah suspected it was already too late. Her feelings were very much engaged where Lance was concerned. But Rosa was right. If Lance said no to a reasonable invitation, then she’d know she had to pull back from their relationship considerably. She was perfectly willing to have fun with him for as long as she was allowed, but she wasn’t going to get deeper into this thing than he was.

Ok. I’ll do it, she texted.

Do it now. I’ll check back in ten minutes.

Savannah put down her phone and drank more of her coffee as she heard the shower turn off. A couple of minutes later, Lance came into the room with wet hair and a towel wrapped around his waist.

“Haven’t made much progress yet in getting up, have you?” he asked in a teasing drawl.

“I have to finish my coffee first. Otherwise, your generosity in bringing it to me would be wasted.”

“Wouldn’t want that, would we?”

“No, we wouldn’t.” Savannah paused, just about to bring up the invitation but getting stalled by the strangest clench of nerves in her throat. Instead, she said, “That was a long shower.”

“Was it?” He was absently fingering his wet mop of hair, as if the move might magically bring the curls into order.

“I thought so. I wondered if you were doing something other than cleaning yourself in there.”

With a twitch of a smile, he walked over to the bed. “Actually, no. I haven’t had to do as much of that lately, for obvious reasons.” When he reached her, he leaned down to give her lower lip a little tug between his teeth. “But if I need mental inspiration in the future for those activities, I’ll have an endless supply from the memory of you doing that striptease last night.”

She giggled and pushed him away, cringing as his hair dripped on her. “Don’t expect it to happen again. That was a once-in-a-lifetime kind of thing. I’m not a particularly adventurous person. In fact, before last month, I’d never had casual sex before.”

“I’m still amazed you made it this long without a one-night stand.”

“Seriously? That surprises you? Carlyle, I’ve never even been drunk before.”

He paused at that. “Really?”

“Yes, really. I’ve had a few drinks. Been a little tipsy. But never been full-out drunk.”

“Why not?”

“I don’t know. I’ve just been smart and safe all my life, and that felt like a stupid thing to do.” She shook her head. “All that to say that the striptease might never happen again.”

His eyes were gentle, as if he understood how she was feeling. “Then I’ll treasure the memory forever.” He walked back over to the dresser and opened one of the top drawers. Then he dropped the towel, giving Savannah an excellent view of his tightly curved ass as he pulled on a pair of the boxer briefs he always wore.

He glanced over his shoulder without warning and caught her staring.

“What?” she asked blandly. “Just taking in the scenery.”

His answer was slightly muffled because he was now pulling on a white undershirt. “I’d be happy to give you a show. Just say the word.”

She laughed helplessly, so much so that she almost spilled her coffee.

Her hilarity earned her an aggrieved glare, its effectiveness offset by the way he was vigorously towel-drying his hair. “Some wife you’ve turned out to be. Mocking your husband’s sincere offer of sexual tantalization.”

“Is tantalization actually a word?”

“Of course it is. Look it up in the dictionary. The act of tantalizing.”

She wasn’t about to do such a thing because odds were Lance was right, and he didn’t need the ego boost. She gave him a little sneer as he went into his walk-in closet and returned with a medium-gray suit and a white dress shirt.

She finished her coffee, absently watching him as he dressed and unsure why she enjoyed it so much. It was something about the way his gorgeous tanned body got covered up by the expensive, professional clothes. It was sexier to her than a striptease would have been.

He’d put on everything except his tie, belt, and socks when he glanced in the mirror and finger-combed his hair back.

“Do you never try to blow-dry it?” she asked, genuinely curious.

“Are you kidding me? If I did that, it would frizz like crazy and end up sticking out about a foot in all directions.”

“But surely there would be a way to blow it straighter so it wouldn’t frizz like that.”

He frowned, one hand still in his hair. “Do you not like it?”

“Of course I like it! Don’t you dare do anything to it. I would seriously cry if you did something cruel like cut all your curls off. I was really just wondering if you’d ever thought about it. It’s not exactly normal hair for a guy who wears suits like you wear.”

His expression had relaxed at her vehement assurance, and now he shrugged. “I work for myself, so I can wear my hair any way I want.”

“If you grew it out a little longer, you could pull it back in a ponytail. Then it wouldn’t keep falling in your face.”

He grinned as he expertly knotted his tie. “Or I could try a man bun. I bet that would make you hot.”

That earned more giggles from Savannah, which was obviously what he was going for. He looked very pleased with himself as he sat down on the foot of the bed to put on his socks.

Savannah glanced over at her phone on the nightstand. Rosa was going to text in a couple of minutes to make sure the invitation had been issued.

And so far it hadn’t.

She cleared her throat and tried to think of some way to lead into the topic.

“You okay?” Lance asked.

“Yeah. Of course. I’m fine.”

“You got a cold or something?”

Savannah almost rolled her eyes. Leave it to Lance to notice something was going on with her but cluelessly land on the wrong interpretation. “No, I don’t have a cold. People clear their throats sometimes just because, you know.”

“Do they?”

“Yes, they do.” She gave him a lip curl for good measure before she remembered she shouldn’t be antagonizing him. “Do you have anything planned for tomorrow?” she blurted out before she could second-guess herself.

He’d been buttoning his suit jacket in the mirror, fully dressed now, but at her question he turned to face her. “I don’t think so. What did you want to do?”

“Nothing. I mean, I don’t really...” Shit. What the hell was wrong with her? Why was she so uptight about this?

He came closer to the bed. His expression was odd. It was his teasing look but like something tight was underlying it. “What’s going on? You got plans with your secret boyfriend, and you don’t want your husband to find out?”

She huffed, her nerves immediately relieved by his obnoxiousness. “Oh no. My secret boyfriend and I get together every other weekend, and this isn’t one of those weekends. I actually have a wedding I need to go to tomorrow. For a friend of mine from high school.”

“Oh yeah?” His eyes were searching her face like he was looking for something in particular. She had no idea what it might be. “Who is that?”

“Trisha Pendlewood. Did you ever know her?”

“I don’t think so.”

“She was in my grade, so she was younger than you. And she wasn’t exactly your crowd. But anyway, she’s a friend of mine, and she’s getting married tomorrow. A bunch of my friends will be there. My crowd from high school. Not yours. So I’m planning to go.”

“Okay.” He stood where he was near the bed, meeting her eyes and not moving.

Damn him. Surely it wouldn’t kill him to volunteer to go with her. She’d been to enough weddings for his friends, after all. “So,” she said lamely, “it starts at five.”

“Okay. You want me to make myself scarce tomorrow? Is that what this weird little conversation is about?”

She almost said yes—it would be easier and keep her from feeling so vulnerable—but the idea of telling Rosa she’d chickened out pushed her over the edge. “No. I was wondering if you wanted to go with me. That’s all.” She sniffed. “And it wasn’t a weird conversation.”

He gave a sharp burst of laughter and stepped over to sit on the edge of the bed right next to where she was lying. “It was definitely a weird conversation. But of course I’ll go with you if you want me to. I just figured you wouldn’t want to bring your rich-boy husband to a get-together of your old friends. They might think you were a traitor to the cause or something.”

She shook her head and fiddled with the cuff that was peeking out of his jacket sleeve. “A few of them probably will. But I’ll take you anyway, if you might want to go.”

“I do want to go.” He leaned over to kiss her gently just on the side of her mouth. He paused a moment, his lips lingering, before he moved to kiss the other side in the same way. “And I won’t even be offended that you waited until the very last minute to ask me, as if I’m a loser who doesn’t have a packed social schedule.”

She laughed and pulled him down into a clumsy hug. The tightness in her gut had relaxed now, and she was feeling almost giddy.

Plus she’d get to report back to Rosa that she’d met the challenge and come out victorious.

***
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THE WEDDING THE NEXT day was being held in a local Presbyterian church. It wasn’t one of the churches that the rich Green Valley folks frequented, so the building wasn’t large or upgraded. It was already mostly full when Savannah and Lance arrived, and she felt way too many eyes on them as they followed the usher to a couple of open seats.

Savannah wore a pretty wrap dress in a blue-and-white toile pattern, and Lance wore a suit, of course. Their outfits were perfectly appropriate for the occasion, but everyone was staring at them anyway.

It was Lance. Of course it was Lance. He was a Carlyle, and his lean, fit body and auburn curls were utterly unmistakable.

If she’d come on her own, she would have been able to slip in unnoticed. But Lance was never unnoticed. Not in Green Valley.

Savannah sat beside him, leaning against him when he put a casual arm around her, but she didn’t feel comfortable. She didn’t feel like herself. She didn’t feel like people—many of whom used to be friends—were looking at her like they used to.

Lance had been joking about her being seen as a traitor to the cause, but maybe there was some truth to that.

She’d married Lance Carlyle. She wasn’t the Savannah Emerson she’d always been.

Her stomach slowly sank as she processed that reality. That things would never be the same for her.

The wedding started on time and went quickly. Savannah was happy for her friend, and she was also glad the ceremony didn’t drag on. Because the wedding was low budget, the reception was being held in the church fellowship hall, so everyone filed out of the sanctuary and over to the fellowship hall to nibble on hors d’oeuvres as they waited for the wedding party to finish pictures.

Lance could face any situation and any crowd with his normal confident insouciance. He didn’t appear to care that people stared at him—not all of them friendly looks—and he chatted with the people who came up to greet Savannah and made easy conversation with her when they were alone.

He didn’t say anything about her being slightly stiff, so maybe she was hiding it better than she thought. She wasn’t planning to stay at the reception long, but she needed to at least wait until the bride and groom made an appearance.

Despite her discomfort, things were basically okay until she went to the bathroom. It was the first time she didn’t have Lance by her side, and suddenly people wanted to talk to her. She was stopped by three different high school friends on her way to and in the bathroom, asking her about how she’d ended up married to Lance. None of them were rude, and they might even have been sincerely interested, but the nature of their questions made Savannah feel defensive—for both her and for Lance.

Then, on her way back to him, she was stopped by Melissa, who could only be classified as a frenemy from high school. Savannah had known Melissa most of her life, but she’d never really liked her.

Melissa didn’t try to gild her suspicions with the pretense of friendly interest. She asked straight out if Savannah had married Lance for money. She laughed after she said it, as if it had been a joke, but it wasn’t.

It definitely wasn’t.

Normally Savannah could have easily come up with a clever reply, but her anxiety about Lance was evidently getting in the way of her brain. She stared at Melissa speechlessly, feeling like she’d just been punched.

“I’m sorry,” Melissa said, evidently seeing her expression. “I just assumed. Why else would you waste your time with one of those selfish, heartless assholes? We all know how they treat people like us. Or maybe you don’t think you’re one of us anymore.”

The worst thing was that Melissa was still smiling, as if she were only teasing.

She wasn’t teasing.

Savannah went cold.

She normally wouldn’t have minded what someone she cared so little for said to her, but the problem was that Melissa was saying the things she secretly suspected herself.

All of it was true.

Savannah had married Lance only for the money.

Lance had spent his life being part of a world who used and looked down on people like Savannah.

And maybe instead of using this marriage for her own purposes, Savannah was actually letting it change her, letting it turn her into something she didn’t want to be.

Maybe this was the moment she finally betrayed that little girl in her dad’s truck who used to gaze out the window at the big houses that represented a world entirely foreign to hers. A world of little boys who made fun of her dad.

She mumbled something to Melissa that had the effect of ending the conversation (she couldn’t have repeated afterward what it was she’d said), and then she looked around the crowded hall for Lance.

It didn’t take long to find him. He was standing near the wall with a glass of inexpensive red wine. He looked attractive and intelligent and confident and expensive and absolutely in control of the world. He was talking to a woman Savannah recognized but couldn’t place—definitely not one of her high school friends.

In that moment, she had the most visceral feeling of distance—like she was miles and miles away from her own husband. And everyone else in the room.

And that little girl in the truck she used to be.

It made her want to cry.

She was working up the will to return to Lance when someone stopped her with a light hand on her arm.

She turned to see Carter Wilson, looking down on her with his warm, smiling eyes. “Hey,” she said, returning his smile and grateful for any sort of distraction from her heavy thoughts. “I didn’t know you were here.”

“I was on the other side of the sanctuary, but I saw you and Lance come in. Were you friends with Scott?”

“Not with Scott so much. With Trisha. I’m actually surprised to see you here. This doesn’t seem like your kind of crowd.”

“I knew Scott from the basketball team, and we’ve kept up with each other since then.”

Savannah shouldn’t be surprised. Carter was the only one of the rich kids who’d been nice to her, and she wouldn’t have been the only one. He’d evidently crossed class boundaries with a lot of people, including the groom. “Are you here alone?”

“No, but your husband is currently monopolizing my date, so I figured I could do the same with you. Are you okay? You looked kind of upset a minute ago.” There was nothing but genuine concern in his expression.

Savannah swallowed. “I’m fine.” She couldn’t think of an excuse, so she didn’t give one.

“You sure?”

“Y-yeah. It’s just...” She dropped her eyes. “I guess I was feeling a little... lonely. Like I don’t really fit anymore.”

“Well, you’ve changed since high school.”

“I know. I married Lance.”

“That’s true, but even before then. Your edges were a lot sharper back then.” At her surprised look, he hurried on. “That’s not an insult. But it was hard for people to get close to you back then. You always seemed to be looking for a fight.”

“I think I was. Still am, if you want to know the truth.”

“No, you aren’t.”

She looked up at him in confusion. “I’m not?”

“No. I don’t really think you are.”

The words hit her strangely, revealing something she hadn’t known.

She wasn’t always waiting for a fight anymore. She wasn’t always angry about the way she and those she’d loved had been hurt in the past.

Sometime in the past year, she’d learned how to forgive. Let go.

She had no idea when or how it had happened, but that was why she felt so different now. Why she felt like she could never be the Savannah Emerson she used to be.

It wasn’t because she had a rich husband now.

It was because she had changed.

Carter went on, completely unaware of how this revelation rocked her. “I would have asked you out back in school if I’d seen even a little bit of softness, but I was too much of a wuss, so I never did.”

“You’re not serious!” Her eyes were wide, and her lips were parted slightly.

“I am,” he admitted with a shrug. “I thought you were gorgeous and brilliant and seriously the toughest person I’d ever met. But I wasn’t brave enough to ask you out back then. And now Carlyle has beat me to it. Damn him.” He was smiling, and his tone was easy. He obviously wasn’t angry at Lance.

Savannah’s cheeks were slightly flushed, and she couldn’t help but be pleased and flattered by that revelation about her high school crush. “Well, truth be known, I had a thing for you back then too, so I definitely would have said yes if you’d asked.”

“Really?” He gave an exaggerated aw-shucks snap of his fingers. “I guess I missed my chance. If Carlyle wasn’t such a good guy, I’d resent him.”

Savannah laughed, still awed by something she’d never suspected.

Carter said, “It’s nice to see you smiling. I was worried when I saw you earlier. You looked so... I don’t know. I thought something might have been wrong.”

She shook her head. “I’m fine. But thank you.” Then, spontaneously, she reached to give Carter a soft hug. “You’re a really good guy too. You know that, right?”

Carter laughed and hugged her back. “I do my best.”

She was pulling away from him, still smiling, when she was suddenly aware of someone right beside her.

Lance.

Even on the first glance, she knew something was going on with him. She had no idea what—his expression was perfectly composed and he was even smiling as he stuck his hand out toward Carter, but she saw something under the surface.

He was tense. Tense. And Lance Carlyle was never tense.

“There you are,” he said, turning to look down on her. “I was wondering where you’d disappeared to, and here I find you in the arms of another man.”

Savannah gave him a sharp look, but his expression was perfectly bland.

Carter laughed as if he’d made a joke. “I was just telling Savannah that it’s too bad you beat me to asking her out.”

A muscle in Lance’s jaw rippled. “Because if you asked her out first, she’d definitely be married to you now instead of me?”

Savannah sucked in a breath at the bite to Lance’s tone, but Carter didn’t appear to notice. “I can only dream.”

That was definitely the wrong thing to say, however innocently Carter meant it. Lance’s shoulders stiffened visibly.

Savannah intervened quickly. “Whatever happened to your date, Carter? Maybe you should go find her.”

“I definitely should.” Carter leaned over to kiss her cheek. “I’ll see you later, Savannah.” He clapped Lance on the shoulder as he left and didn’t seem to notice that Lance didn’t move or say a word.

As soon as Carter was gone, Savannah glared up at him. “What’s your problem?” she said in just over a whisper.

Lance’s eyes flashed down at her. “You’re seriously asking that?”

“Yes, I’m asking that. You’re acting like... like... I don’t know what you’re acting like, but it’s ridiculous. Carter and I were just—”

“Yes, I saw what you were doing with him.”

“Asshole,” Savannah hissed. She would have said more, but the bride and groom were making their way past them just then, so they had to stop and greet them.

Then someone else came up to talk to them, and then they had to watch the cake being cut and get their little pieces to eat.

So Savannah decided it would be better to wait until they’d left the reception before they finished the conversation. But she was stewing for the rest of the time.

He appeared to be doing the same.

***
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IT WAS DARK OUTSIDE when they left the church building and walked through the parking lot toward Lance’s SUV.

Savannah truly thought she was on the verge of losing it. Of bursting into tears or beating Lance to a pulp or hiking up her skirt and running away. She’d just come to the difficult realization that she’d forgiven him for the past when he suddenly turned into the asshole he used to be.

Instead of doing any of the things she felt like doing, she tried to breathe through the rising flood of feeling, holding on to her control so tightly she was shaking with it.

Lance didn’t say anything. His jaw was clenched, and his gaze was averted. He wasn’t acting like himself at all—and least not the him she’d believed him to be now—and for some reason that just made her angrier.

When they reached the car, he walked with her and opened the passenger-side door for her.

And that was it.

That simple act of old-fashioned courtesy.

She snapped. “What the hell is wrong with you?”

He blinked, his hand still on the door handle. “What?”

“I asked what the hell is wrong with you? Why did you suddenly turn into an asshole with Carter back there?”

“You—” He broke off with a choking sound. “You’re angry with me?”

The outraged confusion in his tone was infuriating. “Yes, I’m angry with you. Why wouldn’t I be? There was no excuse for how you acted back there.”

“No ex—” He cut his words off again and took a step backward. For a moment she thought he was going to let the whole thing go to avoid the fight, but that wasn’t like Lance any more than it was like her. Both of them were made for fighting.

Instead of heading for the other side of the SUV, he stepped around the open passenger door and came up close to her, bracing a hand against the back door in a move that trapped her between it and his body.

He leaned in close and murmured thickly, “You really think you’re the one who should be angry here? You’re the one who asked me to go with you to a wedding where you knew nearly everyone would hate me, and I did it because you wanted me to, and then you act like you’re embarrassed of me the whole time, and I turn around for a few minutes only to find my wife hanging all over some other man.”

She nearly strangled on a sound of indignation. “What... what... what?” She couldn’t remember ever being so furious in her life—not even when Lance got her fired when she was seventeen. She was almost in tears from the force of her emotions, but she managed to hold them back so Lance wouldn’t think he had an advantage. She gave his shoulder a little push to get him to step back.

He had no right to be trapping her against the car this way.

He had no right to convince her to forgive him—to trust him—only to turn around and act like this.

The timing was unfortunate. Lance stepped back immediately, but her push was witnessed by a group of people who’d just left the reception and were heading to their cars. Savannah glanced over and saw they were all watching with interest what was obviously a fight between her and the husband no one believed she’d end up with.

She turned back to Lance. “I wasn’t hanging all over Carter.”

Lance’s eyebrows arched in the coolest, most obnoxious way. “You were pressed up against him, and his arms were definitely around you.”

“We were hugging! A friendly hug!” She kept her voice soft, keenly aware of their audience, but there was no mistaking the degree of her outrage. “What’s wrong with you that you don’t know people occasionally do that?”

“So you’re saying you weren’t in love with that man since high school? And if he asked, you wouldn’t hook up with him as soon as the divorce papers with me are signed?” He’d moved closer to her again, but he wasn’t using his arm to block her this time. He was tense and cold as ice. Even his eyes were unnaturally vacant.

“No!” That came out too loud. A couple of other people in the parking lot glanced toward them. She lowered her voice to continue, “I’ve never given you any cause to suddenly turn into this stupid, jealous caveman. I’m not your property. You can’t treat me like I am. And I’ve never given you any reason to doubt I’ll fulfill every single term of our marriage contract. So what exactly is your problem with me here?”

He stared at her for a long time, a force of tension in his body barely reined in. Then he let out a breath and glanced away from her, tamping back whatever had been about to break free. “Our marriage contract? That’s what you think is at issue here?”

“I don’t know! You tell me. You’re the one who’s suddenly making up stories about me running off with Carter. And what the hell did you mean by embarrassed? I wasn’t embarrassed by you.”

“Weren’t you?” His tone wasn’t really angry anymore. Just cool and bitter.

“No, I wasn’t.”

“You’re really going with that? A flat denial of something that was painfully obvious?”

She clenched her fists to keep from grabbing his suit labels and trying to shake him. “I wasn’t embarrassed. I wasn’t. I’d just realized that... that... and it was hard.” Tears were burning in her eyes now.

She didn’t want to cry. She didn’t want to scream at him. She didn’t want to have a public fight with him in the mostly dark parking lot of a church.

She didn’t want to tell him the truth.

She didn’t want to risk him crushing her heart completely.

His expression changed. “You realized what?”

All the emotional momentum blew out of her like the air from a popped balloon. She mumbled, “Forget it” and climbed into the passenger seat.

Lance closed the door and walked around to the other side. Once behind the wheel, he asked, “That’s it? You want to just forget the whole thing?”

“Yes, I want to forget it. This fight was going nowhere, and it was stupid to begin with.” She was pleased she managed to sound basically composed despite having to lift her chin to keep unshed tears from falling. She looked away from Lance—out her window—so he wouldn’t be able to see.

Lance turned on the ignition. It felt like he was looking at her, but she wasn’t about to glance over to verify. “So none of it matters?”

“No. None of it matters. Can you please just take us home?” The final sentence came out closer to a plea than she wanted it to, but it was the best she could do.

Lance didn’t say anything else. He put the SUV into drive and backed out of his parking space. Savannah sat in her seat, staring out the side window and doing her best not to cry.

***
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THEY DIDN’T TALK AT all on the ride home or on their way up to the fourth floor of their building. When they got into the condo, Savannah toed off her heels in the entryway, dropped her purse beside them, and walked into the kitchen.

She didn’t really know what she was doing in there, so she grabbed a bottle of sparkling water as an excuse for opening the refrigerator.

She unscrewed the bottle and took a sip, lowering it to find that Lance was right there.

Right there in front of her.

He looked rumpled and exhausted and full of something she didn’t understand.

“What?” she asked rather sharply.

“You’re really okay with this?”

“With what?” She wasn’t going to be able to handle this. She hadn’t yet gotten herself under control. Her eyes still burned with emotion, and her chest might explode at any moment.

“With pretending that whole thing never happened. With acting like nothing has changed between us.”

“Nothing has changed.” She set her Perrier on the counter since the glass kept slipping against her damp hand. “What exactly do you want from me, Carlyle?”

He made a loud, helpless sound in his throat and took a step toward her. “I want you to say something. Do something. Act on whatever it is you’re feeling instead of pretending you’re some kind of invulnerable warrior who’s always bracing herself to be attacked.”

The words hit her hard. Strange. It was like they tore a hole into her soul and lodged there. Because she’d changed. Mostly because of him. “That’s not...” Her voice broke, and she had to start again. “That’s not... me.”

“Then show me!” he burst out, suddenly anything but cool. “Damn it, Savannah. I’m not made of glass any more than you are. We’re not going to break. Neither one of us. If you’re angry, be angry. If you want to cry, then do it. I can take anything you give me. So show me!”

She launched herself at him. There was no other way to describe it. One second she was standing near the kitchen counter, hugging her arms to her chest, and then the next second she was all over him, wrapping her arms around him and yanking his head down into a kiss.

He responded immediately, taking control of her body, turning them both around, and then pressing her back against the edge of the countertop. They kissed with a frantic urgency that was more emotional than hot. She clawed at his suit, at his hard body beneath it. She was practically climbing up the solid length of him in her need to feel him even more, closer, deeper.

He finally broke his mouth away, but only to mouth and bite his way down her neck. He yanked one of her breasts out of the cup of her bra and the dip of her neckline so he could suckle vigorously on her nipple.

She arched back and let out a ragged sob.

He was already aroused. She knew it when she yanked up her skirt and wrapped one of her legs around him. She felt the hard bulge in the front of his trousers and ground herself against it.

She fisted her hands in his hair, lifting his head so she could kiss his mouth again. He propped her up on the counter edge, yanking her skirt out of the way and stepping between her legs.

Her body was out of her control. All the emotional turmoil she’d been fighting had erupted into this one act. Taking Lance. Letting him take her.

Making love to him.

She fumbled with his belt, whimpering in frustration when she couldn’t unbuckle it fast enough. He moved a hand down to help her, and together they opened the belt, undid his trousers, and pulled his erection out of his underwear.

Then he was pushing closer to her, fitting himself between her thighs and moving aside her panties.

“Come on, come on, come on, come on,” she muttered under her breath as he positioned himself at her entrance.

Finding the best angle, he pushed into her.

She cried out at the feeling. They’d had almost no foreplay, so she wasn’t as wet as usual, but she was wet enough to be comfortable. He was very tight inside her, and he shifted his hips as he let out a long, hoarse exhale, one arm wrapped around her and the other braced against the countertop.

“Take me,” she breathed, her mouth against the soft suit fabric on his shoulder. “Take me now.”

He made a guttural sound and started to thrust, pushing against her so hard her body jerked and jiggled.

It was exactly what she wanted. She clung to him and tried to meet him. She wrapped one leg around his waist to draw him deeper.

They rutted like animals against the countertop, their loud grunts growing louder and louder.

It wasn’t going to last long. Not like this. Not with such intensity. Even as an orgasm tightened inside her, she could feel Lance’s body start to shake.

“Savannah,” he rasped against her ear, almost desperate.

“Do it. Come. Come!”

He tried to hold out but couldn’t, coming with a strangled cry, his hips jerking desperately against her.

Savannah felt him soften in her arms as he panted out his release. He stayed where he was for a minute, obviously recovering from his climax. Then he pulled out of her and readjusted his position.

He slid three fingers inside her and used the other arm to hold her close. He was almost cradling her as he fucked her with his fingers, exactly the way she liked.

She buried her face against his shoulder and sobbed—literally sobbed, tears streaming out of her eyes—as he took her to orgasm once and then again.

He was still holding on to her tightly when he finally retrieved his hand.

She collapsed against him limply, still crying a little bit, and he stroked her back and hair and murmured something soothing and incomprehensible into her hair.

It was a few minutes before she recovered herself enough to find her feet and pull down the skirt of her dress.

Lance tucked himself back into his underwear and zipped his trousers before he slowly raised his gaze to meet hers.

Her stomach clenched hard in fear. “We’ve got to stop doing this,” she mumbled.

It was the wrong thing to say. She knew it as soon as the words were spoken. She didn’t need to see Lance stiffen to know she should have said something else.

“Doing what?” he asked very slowly.

She tried to fix it. She had to fix it. She had to tell him the truth. “Casual-slash-hate sex isn’t... isn’t....” She was trying so hard to get the words said—that what she had with him wasn’t casual or filled with hate and it probably never had been—but it went against her very nature and the words caught in her throat.

Casual-slash-hate sex isn’t what this is.

She didn’t hate him. She didn’t even dislike him anymore.

It wasn’t even liking that she was feeling now.

She loved him.

She was in love with Lance Carlyle. Her husband.

And nothing she’d experienced in her thirty-one years had been so utterly terrifying.

He was staring at her blankly, not moving a muscle.

“It isn’t...” She could barely get even two words out through the waves of fear and confusion overwhelming her.

Maybe he’d help. Maybe he’d finish her sentence. Maybe he’d changed his mind too. Maybe he felt more for her now than he used to. Maybe he wanted more than some hot sex to pass the time before he was free to fuck whomever he wanted again.

Maybe...

His face twisted so briefly she might have imagined it, because then it revealed nothing but a cool and slightly bitter derision. The way he used to look all the time. “It isn’t what?” he drawled. Bone dry. “What you want anymore? The girl who’s always been too afraid to have casual sex before. Or even get drunk. Why doesn’t that surprise me that you’ve already sounded the retreat?”

It hurt so much she had to fight a surge of nausea. She wrapped her arms around her belly and held on.

“We can stop anytime you want,” Lance went on, pushing some of his hair off his forehead. “But my other option is more months of celibacy, so as long as you’re offering, I’ll be taking it.”

He reached into the refrigerator and grabbed a bottle of imported beer. Then he turned around and walked out of the kitchen.

Savannah drooped back against the counter, her body trembling helplessly.

Well, that answered that question.

She’d made herself as vulnerable as her nature allowed. There was nothing more she could do.

She’d thought she’d changed, but maybe she hadn’t.

She was the same girl who always, always played it safe. She was the same bitter, guarded girl she’d been in high school, back when Lance was the epitome of everything she despised. She was the same girl who’d sat in a truck and overheard Lance laughing at her dad.

Things hadn’t really changed at all.

She’d been fooling herself to hope for anything different.

Lance had given her his answer, and she wasn’t going to risk it again.
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SAVANNAH SPENT MOST of the following day with her parents.

She told herself there was good reason for it. She hadn’t spent as much time with them lately as she used to because she’d been hanging out a lot with Lance. It had been a full two weeks since she’d scrubbed down their bathroom and kitchen, so that definitely needed doing. Plus it was just a nice thing to do. Spending a Sunday with your parents.

So she felt perfectly justified in her decision, and it was just a happy coincidence that it helped her avoid Lance for most of the day.

She took her parents out to breakfast and then went to church with them. Then they returned to the house for lunch, and afterward Savannah cleaned while her parents dozed in their recliners to a British mystery.

Later, they all took a trip to the grocery store to stock up for the week, and then they played Scrabble until five, which was her parents’ suppertime.

They had soup and a baguette they’d gotten from the store. Savannah and her mom cleaned up afterward while her father went to watch the news.

“Well,” her mom said as she put a bowl Savannah had rinsed in the dishwasher. “As soon as we’re done here, I’m sure you’ll want to get back home.”

“There’s no hurry. I can hang out and watch some TV with y’all for a while.”

“Van, honey, as great as it was having this whole day with you, obviously you’re avoiding something at home. We love you, but you have your own life and your own husband—”

“Oh please, Mom, you know I don’t have a husband like that.”

“Like what?”

“Like a husband who’s waiting for me at home. Lance has his own life. We do our own thing. You know this. It’s how it’s been all year.”

“Well, it was that way up until last month, but there was a definite change after you went to that wedding in Virginia.”

Savannah swallowed hard and focused on the spoons she was holding under the water even though they were already perfectly well rinsed. “It didn’t change that much.”

“It seemed like it did to us. You were spending more time at home, and you were going out on the boat with him on the weekends, and you seemed... I don’t know... happy.”

“I’ve always been happy.”

“Sure. You haven’t been unhappy. But you’ve definitely been happier lately. I know we’re just your old parents, but we’re not stupid. We know it was Lance.”

Her eyes burned almost painfully as she stared down at the sink. “It wasn’t... It was stupid. It wasn’t what I thought.”

“What happened, honey?”

She had to take a deep breath, turning her face away so her mom wouldn’t see the way she was contorting her features in an attempt to control her emotions. She’d been fine all day. There was no reason to fall apart now. “We got in a big fight.”

“Okay. I guess that’s troubling. But it’s not like it’s an unusual occurrence in a marriage. Fights are normal. You talk it out, forgive, and get over it. Just go talk to him and work it out.”

It hurt so much to admit it that she could barely get the words out. “It’s not... that. It’s... I was wrong. I... misunderstood.”

Her mother put a hand on Savannah’s shoulder and turned her around, catching a tear slipping down Savannah’s cheek. “What did you misunderstand?”

“Lance’s...” With a colossal effort, she steeled herself and reined in the tears. “I was thinking things were different with us than they were. I thought they’d changed. But they... they hadn’t.”

“I just don’t believe that. You’re not a stupid person. You wouldn’t think things had changed in a relationship unless they had.”

“But I am stupid. I’ve tried all my life not to be—I’ve tried so hard to always be smart and safe—but I turned out stupid all the same. I wanted...” She shook her head hard. “I was wrong. Lance doesn’t feel for me what I hoped he might. And the stupid thing is I’ve known it all along and just fooled myself into—”

“Oh my goodness, Savannah, that doesn’t sound right. How do you know he doesn’t feel for you that way?”

“I know. I know.” The dishes were rinsed and in the dishwasher, so Savannah finally turned off the water in the sink.

“Now please don’t take this the wrong way, honey, but you’ve had walls up around your heart your whole life. I understand why. It was so hard growing up here for you. You had to be tough and resilient, and you never backed down from a fight. But in always being tough and resilient, you also made sure to never let yourself be vulnerable. Not completely. Not the way you have to be in love.”

Savannah was almost crying again. She wasn’t exactly sure where her mother was going with this, but she wanted to hear it, as if it might give her an answer she desperately needed. “I’ve done the best I could.”

“I know you have. Your dad and I are proud of every single part of who you are. But part of being tough for you has been not trusting other people. Not fully. Not all the way. Particularly people who have money.”

“I thought I trusted Lance.”

“Did you? Or did you automatically assume he couldn’t love you and couldn’t be trusted because of who he is?”

Savannah was sobbing for real then, trying to hold the tears back with her hands. “You don’t understand. It doesn’t matter. He told me. He told me he doesn’t... He told me it was nothing but casual.”

Her mother didn’t answer immediately, and when her tears had subsided, Savannah lowered her hand to see her mom was giving her a slightly confused, thoughtful look.

“He told me. It’s not me not trusting him. He told me. Last night.”

“Okay,” her mom said slowly. “I don’t really know what to make of that because I just don’t believe it’s true.”

“He did—”

“Oh, I believe you that he said it. I just don’t believe he meant it.”

“But why would he—”

“Because he’s just like you, honey. He’s got walls around him just as high and more than a mountain of pain in his life that has built them. He’s just as scared of being vulnerable and getting hurt as you are.”

That wasn’t what Savannah had expected. She stared at her mom through faintly lingering tears, and for the first time felt a spark of hope.

She’d never thought she was stupid. Surely she wouldn’t have fallen for Lance unless she was getting something from him in return. Something beyond casual-slash-hate sex.

“So you think...”

“I think you need to talk to him. Just talk to him. I know it’s not easy for you. But be as brave as you’ve ever been. Go home to your husband and talk to him.”

Savannah wiped her eyes with the back of her hands and sniffed. Then she made up her mind. “Okay. Okay. I’ll try.”

***
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SHE SAID GOOD NIGHT to her parents and drove straight back to the condo. Both of Lance’s cars were parked in their spaces in the garage, so she knew he was home.

Which was good.

She had to do this right away, or she’d chicken out and never do it at all.

When she walked into the entryway, she toed off her shoes and called out, “You around, Carlyle?”

She heard a muffled grunt from the kitchen area, so she stepped around the corner to look.

Lance was there. Sitting on a stool at the island. Nursing a bottle of beer and evidently doing nothing else. He had on worn khakis and a T-shirt, and he clearly hadn’t shaved that morning. His shoulders were slumped, and his head was resting on one of his hands.

“What are you doing?” she asked, walking toward him.

He blinked and straightened up. He raised his bottle of beer and made a cheers gesture at her. Then he gulped down what was left in the bottle.

The closer she got to him, the more she smelled beer. “How many of those have you had?”

“Not enough.”

“What does that mean?”

“Where have you been?” It was more hoarse accusation than question. His eyes were oddly blurred.

“With my parents. Are you drunk? At seven o’clock on a Sunday evening?”

“No, I’m not drunk.”

He didn’t sound drunk. Other than the slightest slur to his words, he sounded as lucid as he always was. But he’d definitely had more than one beer. That much was obvious.

“Well, I wanted to talk. Are you up for that now or would you rather...” She gestured toward the stool and the empty beer bottle.

“What are we talking about?” He straightened up even more and turned his stool to face her.

His condition had distracted her from her purpose. She couldn’t remember anything she’d planned out to say on the ride over. Off-stride and confused, she blurted out, “Us.”

“Us? Us?”

“Yes. That’s what I want to talk about.”

“Okay. We can do that.” Lance pushed a hand through his hair. If he was hoping to bring order to the wild mess of curls, he failed entirely. “Let’s talk about us.”

She opened her mouth and started to say something. Anything.

But Lance went on before she could. “Actually, I can just cut to the chase and get this over with. There is no us.”

It felt like a punch to the gut. The blow of it stole her breath for a moment. But then she remembered her mom’s advice and pressed on. “There is an us. Maybe it’s a weird, messed-up us, but there’s something. We’re married. We’ve been having sex. That means something.”

He groaned and rubbed at his face in a frustrated gesture. “It does mean something. It means I was tired of going without sex for so long, and you were the only one I was allowed to fuck.”

She froze. Made a faint, agonized sound in her throat. For a moment she genuinely thought she might pass out at the reality of what she was hearing. The pain of it.

Lance sneered, his eyes colder than she’d seen them for a long time. “Don’t look so shocked and innocent. You knew that’s what it was from the beginning. No one lied to you about that.”

She opened her mouth. Closed it again. Licked her dry lips. Managed to begin, “But... but I thought... I...”

“What? You thought I might be falling for you, like some sort of clueless teenage boy? You thought I was building ridiculous fantasies about a life we could have together? What do you take me for? I can get any woman I want. You know that, right? So why the hell would I settle for a prickly, self-righteous nobody with so many inhibitions she’s never had a one-night stand, never been drunk, never had any real fun in her life. Who’s spent her life as a scared little girl with her face pressed up against the glass, angry about everything she can never have. You think I’m fucking stupid enough to want a woman who has no idea how to let her walls down? You think anyone would want a woman like that? You think anyone would fall in love with her?”

Savannah made a sobbing sound. She really couldn’t believe this was happening. He’d taken every single moment of vulnerability she’d shared with him—every little piece of her soul—and he’d turned it all into a weapon with just a few words.

A weapon against her.

Maybe she could understand lashing out if he was still angry about the fight they’d had yesterday, but he didn’t sound angry at all. But he didn’t sound mean. Or like he was lashing out. Or anything.

He sounded lazy and almost amused.

She’d never once run from a fight, but there was no way she could stand there and take that.

She bit back a sob, whirled around, and ran out of the condo, grabbing her purse, keys, and shoes on the way out.

***
[image: image]


TWO HOURS LATER, SAVANNAH was on her third drink, and some of the pain was finally blurring over.

Green Valley had one nightclub where the rich people would go to drink thirty-dollar martinis and rub up against each other on the dance floor. There were also several bars in local restaurants and hotels. And, just on the edge of town, there was what could only be classified as a honky-tonk.

No one from the gated communities ever went there. It was populated solely by blue-collar workers who wanted to blow off a little steam on the weekends.

That was where Savannah went.

She’d been once or twice before with friends. They’d had fun when she was younger. Done a little line dancing and flirted with guys in cowboy boots. But she’d never gone alone before.

There wasn’t anyone she knew there tonight. Just a bunch of strangers who eyed her warily, as if she didn’t belong, and then some men who made a beeline over to her and wanted to buy her a drink or ask her to dance.

She accepted the drinks. And the dances.

Lance thought he knew her. He thought she was still the little girl in her dad’s truck. He thought she was nothing but inhibited. That she was too anxious and uptight to ever have fun.

He was wrong.

She could be like any other girl. She could let down her walls. She could get drunk. She could take risks. She could be stupid.

She would show him.

She’d been too brokenhearted to fight him back at the condo, but this was her way of fighting him now. He didn’t have to be in the same room for it to feel like she was holding her own against him in this conflict.

She knew she wasn’t really thinking straight, but she was hurting too much to back down. She wasn’t so far gone that she was willing to put herself in danger, however. When she started growing tipsy, she pulled out her phone and called Rosa.

“What’s up?” Rosa asked.

“I’m at Ramblers.”

“What? Why are you there?”

“I’m having fun. I’m dancing.”

“Are you drunk?”

“Nope. Just tipsy. Lance thinks I’m inhibited, but I’m not.”

“Are you okay? Did something happen with Lance?”

“He doesn’t love me. He said no man ever could. He doesn’t even like me. He was just screwing me because I was the only person he was allowed to screw.”

“That doesn’t sound—”

“He told me so. Right to my face. You want to come out and dance with me?”

“Not really. But I’m not going to leave you at Ramblers in this condition. The kids are already in bed, so Greg can stay with them. I’m coming to get you. Don’t go anywhere.”

“I’m not gonna go. I’m gonna dance again. And Lance Carlyle can go fuck himself in the shower. It’s the only thing he’s really good at.”

Rosa had already hung up, so Savannah slid her phone back into her pocket and looked around for someone else to buy her a drink.

She found someone. Then she danced with him, amazed at how good she was at doing the two-step. Then another guy bought her a drink, and she danced with him too.

And finally—finally—the world started to blur at the edges, so it didn’t hurt so much anymore.

***
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ROSA SHOWED UP ABOUT fifteen minutes after Savannah hung up with her, but Savannah didn’t want to leave. Unable to convince her, Rosa planted herself on a stool at the bar, and she glared at any man who tried to approach her.

Savannah didn’t mind. She was glad to have her friend there. It made her feel safer—like she wouldn’t throw away a lifetime of being smart and safe in one night of being wild.

She wasn’t exactly sure how long she stayed. Everything melded together in a haze of country music, blue jeans, and men with beer on their breath. It felt like it was late at night when the music shifted to a loud song with a rock beat.

The man she’d been dancing with let go of her shoulder and waist and wound her arms around his neck. That seemed perfectly amenable to Savannah. She didn’t care about the man at all, but he wasn’t disgusting or anything. And she felt like doing a sexy dance. She might as well do it with him.

She was really getting into it—grinding her hips against him—when she was vaguely conscious of a presence behind her.

A familiar presence.

Lance.

Right there in the middle of a honky-tonk dance floor, looking sexy and expensive even in his casual clothes.

She gaped at him, trying to figure out what he was doing there.

Lance narrowed his eyes at the man she’d been dancing with. “Take off.”

The man frowned. “Who the hell are you to—”

“I’m her husband. Take off now.”

The man walked away with a shrug.

In a series of slow movements, Savannah turned to face Lance, then raised a hand to give him a little shove against the shoulder, thinking it might get him away, and then spit out, “Fuck. You. Lance. Carlyle.”

“Very nice,” Lance murmured. “That was an impressively nuanced verbal assault.”

She had no idea what he’d just said, but she knew it wasn’t a compliment. She scowled at him. “Why are you here?”

“Rosa called me.”

Savannah gave another outraged gasp. She couldn’t seem to stop making them. She looked around blindly for her friend and saw her getting off her stool.

“Don’t be mad at Rosa,” Lance said. “She didn’t rat you out. She called me to yell at me for being an asshole, and I overheard the music in the background and figured out where you were.”

“You are an asshole. A big one.”

“I know I am.” He reached out for her hand to lead her off the dance floor, but she jerked away from his touch like he’d burned her. “I’m an asshole. We all agree. But that doesn’t explain your sudden decline into this particular state.”

“I’m having fun. I’m getting drunk. I can do it just like everyone else, no matter what you think of me. Now go away. You’re harshing my vibe.”

“Did you actually just say har—”

“Yes, I said it!” In her vehemence, she might have spit a little. “I can say anything I want. You can’t stop me.”

“All right. I’m not going to stop you. You can dance to country music and use stupid expressions to your heart’s content. But I’m not going to leave you here drunk.”

“I’m not drunk. I’m tipsy.” She grinned at him, pleased with that brilliant piece of repartee. Then she remembered something. “Hey! You shouldn’t have driven here. You’re drunk too!”

“I haven’t been drunk in hours. I’m dead sober now, and I’m getting you home.” He put an arm around her and propelled her toward where Rosa was standing and waiting for them.

“But Rosa—”

“Rosa can drive you. She can even take you back to her place if you want her to. But you’re leaving here right now.” Lance didn’t sound mean or worried or anything really. Just firm and vaguely resigned.

Savannah liked the feel of Lance’s lean body beside her. She liked the smell of him and the slight rumble in his voice. She leaned against him heavily when he came to a stop beside Rosa.

She forgot she was angry at him. “Take me home,” she mumbled, pressing her face against his T-shirt.

“I am.” One of his arms slid around her more, holding her fully against him. “That’s why I’m here.”

She felt a hand stroking her hair very gently. It took a while, but she eventually figured out it must be Lance doing it. She sighed and closed her eyes, loving the sensation.

“I’m going to take her home with me, if that’s all right with you.” That was Lance talking, but he didn’t seem to be talking to her, so Savannah just sighed again and rubbed her cheek against his shirt.

“I guess, if you think you can manage not to be the biggest asshole in the history of the world again because you’re too scared to tell her the truth.” Rosa. Sounding tired and annoyed.

Savannah didn’t even try to piece together that incomprehensible comment. She wrapped her arms around Lance’s tight waist and squeezed him. No one had ever felt as nice as he did.

“I’m not going to be an asshole,” he said. “I didn’t understand what was happening here, but I’m finally figuring it out now.”

“You better. Don’t you dare do this to her again.”

“I won’t.”

Savannah wasn’t following much of this, but she was pleased she’d come away with the core of the conversation. “Lance is an asshole.”

“Yes, he is,” Lance said.

“Yes,” Rosa added. “He is. But he’s going to take you home now, and he’s not going to do it again.”

“Okay.” Savannah ran one of her hands up and down Lance’s bicep. “Lance has the best arms.”

“You can admire them all you want once we get out of here. Let’s go. Now.” He peeled her off the front of his body and tried to get her to walk at his side again, the way they’d done before.

She started with him compliantly since she couldn’t see any reason not to.

Then she remembered.

“No!” She jerked to a stop like she’d suddenly applied brakes. “I’m mad at you.”

“I know that, but you’re still going home with me tonight. If you want to leave me tomorrow, you can do it.”

“I will.” She glared up at him angrily, but his face was too blurry to make out. “I don’t want to be your wife. I don’t love you anymore.”

She really didn’t know what was happening, but it seemed like he suddenly grew still. Like he froze. He didn’t move for what felt like a long time.

Then he asked in what was barely a breath, “What did you say?”

She huffed and gave him a shove that couldn’t possibly hope to move his body. “I said I don’t love you anymore. Because I don’t. Asshole.”

Before she knew what was happening, his arms were almost crushing her in a hug. She squealed in outrage at the unexpected pressure.

He released her almost immediately.

She tried to summon up a good glare, only managing to narrow her eyes. “I said I don’t—”

“I know what you said.” His voice sounded different. “And it’s a perfectly reasonable way to feel. I wouldn’t love me either.”

That confused her. She stood frowning and tried to work it out.

“Savannah, it’s time to walk.”

She was still working on the bewildering riddle. She swatted his arm away.

“Savannah.”

“I’m thinking!”

“Think while we go home.” He changed positions, moving in front of her. Then he bent his knees, leaned forward, and swung her arm around him just before he hefted her onto one of his shoulders, her head hanging down his back.

“Hey!”

“I know,” he said, his voice coming from somewhere near her butt. “But we’d never get out of here at the rate we were going. You can yell at me for it tomorrow.”

Even in her dazed state, she remembered that he’d carried her like this the first night they’d had sex. He’d carried her into the bedroom.

To prove that the night wasn’t over.

It hurt so much. How they’d gotten from that night to right now.

She whimpered and fought a wave of nausea, her body bouncing slightly as he walked.

A burst of cold air hit her as he exited the building. It felt good, but it wasn’t enough to overcome her churning stomach and rising dizziness.

“Oh no,” she moaned.

“We’re almost to the car.” He’d wrapped an arm around her thighs to keep her stable.

“I think I’m gonna throw up now.”

“Okay.” Before she knew what was happening, he’d set her back down on the ground. They were in a parking lot. She figured out that much.

Her stomach heaved, and she bent over. She would have fallen facedown on the pavement if Lance hadn’t caught her, holding her up and keeping her hair back as she vomited.

When her stomach finally settled, she burst into tears.

“Oh shit, baby,” Lance murmured, his arms moving around her more securely. “I’m so sorry. It’s all my fault. I’m so sorry.”

She cried helplessly into his shirt until the cotton was wet with her tears, saliva, and snot. If he hadn’t been supporting her, she would have collapsed to the pavement and maybe never gotten up again.

When the worst of the sobs had worn themselves out, Lance said, “We’re almost to the car. Let me take you home.”

“Okay.” She sniffed and rubbed her damp face on a dry spot on his shirt. “I want to go home.”

She leaned on him as they walked a short distance to his SUV. He eased her into the passenger seat, and she leaned her head back and closed her eyes.

Maybe she fell asleep. Maybe she passed out. She wasn’t sure what happened, but she had no memory of the drive back to the condo.

The next thing she was aware of was Lance leaning into the passenger side of the SUV where she was sprawled out. She tried to say something, but all that came out was a wordless babble.

“It’s okay,” Lance said. “I’ve got you. I’ve got you.”

With some maneuvering, he picked up her up and carried her again, but this time she was cradled in his arms.

“What’s happening?” she mumbled as he shifted her in his grip so he could unlock their front door.

“We’re home. And you’re going to bed now to sleep it off.”

“Okay.” She held on to him tightly as they walked down the hall. She could feel his soft hair against her skin. “Lance?”

“Yes, baby?”

She didn’t know what she wanted to ask. She was so tired now she could barely keep her eyes open.

Then she remembered something. “Did I tell you I don’t love you anymore?”

“Yes. You told me.”

“Because I don’t.” There. That definitely needed to be said, just in case he was confused about how she’d been acting just now.

“Okay. I don’t believe you, but it’s fine if you want to say it.”

“What?”

He laid her down gently on her bed, reaching down to pull off her shoes. When he dropped them on the floor, he leaned over to press a kiss on her lips. “I didn’t understand before. I thought the same thing was happening as always happens to me—that the people I love don’t love me back. I was buying what you were trying to sell me. But I get it now. I don’t believe you anymore.”

She blinked up at him. “You don’t?”

He smiled. She could see clearly enough to see the smile, and it was the sweetest thing. “Rosa was right. I was scared. I’ve lived my life expecting to never be loved for real. So I believed you. But I don’t believe you anymore.”

Her face twisted with an emotion she wasn’t in a fit state to process. “I don’t understand.”

“I know you don’t. But you will.”

She cried a little bit, sprawled out in her clothes on top of her covers. Then Lance went away for a minute and came back with toothpaste on a toothbrush.

He handed it to her. “Brush.”

She managed, but rather clumsily. Then she spit in the cup he held in front of her mouth.

Her tongue tasted a lot better after that, and she gulped down some of the water he brought her. Then he helped her take off her jeans, top, and bra and put her in a set of fleece pajamas.

She was climbing under the covers when he came back to the bed and rubbed her face with a damp washcloth. She whimpered at the pleasure of it.

When he pulled his hand back, she grabbed for his wrist. “Sleep with me.”

“I can’t.”

“But I want you to sleep with me.”

“I want to, but I’m not going to do it.”

“Why not?”

“Because when you wake up tomorrow, your feelings aren’t going to be clouded by alcohol, and you might not want me in bed with you.”

“But I want you to stay.” It seemed vitally important that she tell him that. She was clinging to his arm with both hands.

He stroked her damp hair back from her face with his free hand. “Okay. I’ll stay. But not in bed.”

She didn’t know what he was talking about, but his agreement was enough to get her to loosen her grip. She relaxed and closed her eyes, trying to figure out why there were all those lights dancing against her dark eyelids.

When she opened her eyes again, it was dark in the room. She was scared and sat up in a panic.

“I’m right here.” Lance’s voice, coming from beside the bed.

She blinked until her eyes adjusted, and she saw he’d dragged the chair over that normally sat in the corner of the room and was used only to drape the clothes on that she decided not to wear in the mornings.

He was sitting in the chair beside the bed.

“Go back to sleep, baby. I’m here.”

“Okay.”

She did what he said because he’d said it. And because he hadn’t left her.
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THE NEXT MORNING, SAVANNAH woke up with her head throbbing and her mouth feeling like it was full of cotton. She tried to lift her head and groaned instead when the effort was simply too painful.

She blinked in the dim room. It must be morning because she could see the strip of light through the windows surrounding the blinds. But she had no idea what time it was. What day it was. What world she was living in.

She managed to turn her head enough to see that Lance was in a chair beside the bed.

It was so strange. He was fully dressed in a T-shirt and khakis, but he’d evidently been sleeping in that chair. He was slumped down it in, his head lolling to the side. The chair was upholstered, but it had a straight back and a sleek, modern style. It must have been miserably uncomfortable to sleep in.

She had no idea what he was doing in her room like that. Dark stubble covered his jaw. He clearly hadn’t shaved in multiple days.

Her groan must have awakened him because he lifted his head and straightened up with a sputtering sound. His eyes flew to her immediately. “Hey,” he murmured hoarsely. “How you feeling?”

His expression was too gentle. It wasn’t like him. And her head was throbbing so intensely she was convinced it might explode. Maybe she was dying or something.

She raised a hand to feel her head. “Do I have a concussion or something?” Her voice was scratchy. Almost unrecognizable. “Did I fall and bust my head open?”

He chuckled softly and pushed both hands through his wild hair in a hopeless attempt to tame it. “Not exactly. This is what a hangover feels like. It’s what we mere mortals have experienced many times, but I guess it’s the first time for you.”

She groaned again as she pushed herself up farther, propping her back against the pillows. “I have a hangover?”

“Yeah. Don’t you remember last night?”

She shook her head. Whenever her mind tried to reach for the memories, it hurt too much to pierce through the darkness.

Lance got up and handed her a half-drunk bottle of water from the nightstand. Then he dragged the chair closer to the bed and sat down in it again, leaning forward like he was going to talk to her.

She took several gulps of water. Shot him a few quick, wary looks.

Something weird was going on here.

How the hell had she ended up with a hangover? She’d never been drunk in her whole life.

She breathed and drank more water and tried to clear her head. Gradually, flashes of memory came back to her. Country music. Guys in cowboy boots. Grinding up against a stranger. Drinking way too much.

“Oh God,” she moaned, closing her eyes and setting the water down on the nightstand so she wouldn’t spill it.

At some point, Lance had gotten up and gone into the bathroom, because he was returning now with a damp washcloth. “Coming back to you now, is it?”

“What the hell... What was I thinking?”

He leaned over and wiped her face with the cool washcloth. “Drink some more water. I promise it will help.”

She did what he told her, feeling ridiculously like a sick child. The washcloth felt good, so she let him wipe her face with it again after she’d gulped down more water.

“Shit,” she breathed, closing her eyes and willing away a night that was still mostly a painful blur. “I’ve never been so stupid in my life.”

Lance chuckled softly. “Don’t beat yourself up about it.” His voice was characteristically dry but still had that edge of gentleness. “All of us are stupid occasionally. Granted, most of us do the drunk-off-our-ass thing when we’re seventeen or twenty-two. Not thirty-one. But hey. Some of us are just late bloomers.”

She opened her eyes. “Lance?”

“Yes, baby?”

She blinked at the endearment, but she liked the sound of it so didn’t question it. “Can I ask you something?”

“Sure. Anything.”

“Can you promise me that I’ll never again have to hear you say the word bloomer?”

Laughter spilled out of him, warming his face and shaking his body. He reached down and pulled her into a soft hug.

She loved the feel of that too, so she held on to him.

The intensity of her headache had faded just slightly, and as it did more fragments of memories were coming back to her. She suddenly remembered a different scene from the day before. Here in the condo.

Lance saying the meanest things anyone had ever said to her. Things that had hurt her more than anything else had.

She sucked in a harsh gasp and drew back from him abruptly.

He let her go immediately, sinking into the chair with a resigned expression. “Remembering more now?”

“You... asshole. How can you sit there and act like you’re... we’re... when you treated me that way just yesterday? Did you think I wouldn’t remember?”

He shook his head. “No. I figured you would. And if you didn’t, I’d have told you. Otherwise it would have sat there like a bomb waiting to explode in my face.”

“What are you...?” She wished her head wasn’t hurting so much so she could think more clearly. “You said... you said...”

He leaned forward, resting his forearms on his knees. “I know what I said, Savannah. I’ll never be able to forget it or take it back. All I can say now is that I’m sorrier than I’ve ever been in my life and that I didn’t mean it.”

She made a choking sound. “You didn’t mean it?”

“No. I didn’t mean it. I was being worse than an asshole. I was doing what I always used to do. Lashing out because I felt wounded. Attacking before I could be attacked. I thought... I thought I’d grown. Gotten better. But I haven’t. I guess I’m the same heartless, entitled guy I used to be. It felt too hard. It hurt too much. And I took it out on you. I’m so sorry, Savannah.”

She raised both her hands to surround her head, applying pressure in an attempt to ease the throbbing. “I don’t understand.”

“You’d told me we needed to stop what we were doing. I assumed you were about to break things off with me. I thought I’d lost you. So I tried to protect myself by pretending I didn’t want you when I did. I do. I always will.” He reached over to touch her shoulder. “I didn’t mean it, Savannah. I didn’t mean any of it.”

Her throat was closing up. Her head was spinning as well as throbbing. For a moment she was sure she might vomit.

“Shit, you’ve gone white. Are you gonna be sick?”

She breathed slowly until her head stopped spinning. “No. I’m okay now.” Tears pricked at her eyes. “Am I just supposed to believe you?”

“No. Of course not.” He was almost smiling, which was the strangest thing. “It wouldn’t be like you at all just to believe me for no reason.”

“So why do you look like that?”

“Look like what?”

“Like you’re about to smile. Like you think something good is about to happen. Like you’re... you’re... smug.”

He let the smile come, turning up the corners of his mobile mouth and softening his face deliciously. “I’m not smug. I still feel so bad about how I treated you that it makes me sick to think about it, and I’m never going to treat you like that again. But I finally understand what’s going on here.”

“What’s going on?”

“You’re protecting yourself too. Just like I was doing.”

“Lance...”

“See, you’re calling me Lance now, rather than Carlyle. That’s got to be a good sign.”

She made an indignant sound. “Stop. Whatever you think is going on here is not what’s going on. I don’t think you understand how much you hurt me yesterday.”

“Of course I understand.” His smile faded into a sober look. He reached over and took one of her hands, rubbing her palm with his thumb. “And I’ll keep telling you how sorry I am until you believe me.” He paused before he asked softly, “Do you remember telling me last night that you don’t love me anymore?”

She blinked. Thought back. Winced at the slash of pain the memory evoked. “I didn’t mean that. I was drunk.”

“I know you were drunk. I know you didn’t mean it.”

“But... I mean, I didn’t... I never...”

He shook his head and lifted her hand to his mouth. He pressed a gentle kiss into the palm. “You can tell me anything you want, baby. I’m serious. If you need to tell me you don’t love me, then do it. I know yesterday was a major step backward, and it was almost entirely my fault. I’m not rushing you. Do what you need to do, even if it means taking a break from me. I’m just telling you I know what’s happening now, and I’m not going to believe you when you tell me you don’t love me.”

She gurgled and pulled her hand from his grip. “Lance, that’s not what’s hap—”

“What’s happening is that I love you, Savannah. I’ve loved you for what feels like forever. I might have even loved you when I asked you to marry me, although I wasn’t aware of it at the time.”

“Wh—”

He shook his head with a wry smile. “You tell me how else to understand what happened when I heard the conditions of my grandma’s will. The lawyer explained that I needed to be married for a year, and the first thing I thought of—the very first thing I thought of—was you. I knew who I wanted to marry, and I was more excited about that than about the money. It gave me an excuse to finally do what I guess I’d been wanting to do for a long time, and nothing else I can remember got me going the way the thought of marrying you did.”

“Lance, this can’t be—”

“It is. I’m telling you it is.” He met her eyes evenly and didn’t waver. “I love you, Savannah Emerson, and you love me too.”

What he’d just told her felt like it was going to blow a hole in her head—her heart. She twisted her body in an automatic posture of defense. “Please don’t! You can’t just blurt all this out to me and expect me to believe it. Not after everything that’s happened. I’m not the kind of person who can just accept it and trust that it’s true after being hurt the way... the way... I’m not built that way.”

“I know that. That’s why I’m not going to just tell you. I’m going to show you. And I won’t say it again until you want me to.”

“But I’m telling you I’m not going to—”

“If that’s the case, I’ll deal with it. But you haven’t convinced me yet.” His expression changed. He leaned over and kissed her mouth, his lips light, tender, lingering but not deepening.

And despite her confusion and fear and resolve to protect herself better than she had, she couldn’t help but kiss him back.

He was the one who withdrew. He was smiling again. “Okay. I won’t kiss you again if you don’t want me to. I won’t make a move on you until you make a move first. But I’m giving you fair warning. I’m not confused about this thing anymore. And the most important thing in my life right now is making you believe that I love you and that it’s safe for you to love me too.”

She raised a hand to cover her mouth. She made a muffled whimper as another wave of fear and bewilderment overwhelmed her.

Lance stood up. “I’ll be right back.”

She was glad of the brief respite from his disturbing presence. He returned in a minute with a sleeve of saltine crackers.

“Eat a few of these,” he said, “and drink more water. It will settle your stomach.”

She did what he told her to do because focusing on her hangover was a lot easier than dealing with what he’d just said.

She didn’t know how to even begin to process that.

***
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SHE CANCELED HER ONE appointment for Monday and spent the day in bed, but then Tuesday rolled around, and Savannah couldn’t hide away in her bedroom any longer.

Her hangover was completely gone, but she still felt blah and heavy and confused. She was actually relieved to go into work and focus on familiar tasks—it gave her mind a break from Lance and what he’d told her the previous morning.

She had appointments scheduled throughout the day until the last one at five thirty and didn’t get back home to the condo until after six thirty.

When she walked in, she pulled to a stop when she saw Lance in the kitchen, sorting through a bag of take-out containers.

He glanced up with a smile as she approached. “Hey. Perfect timing. I’ve got Marco’s.”

“Marco’s?” She frowned suspiciously. “Did you have a meeting in Charlotte?”

“No. Not today.”

“Were you out that way for some reason?”

“No.” He was busying himself with lining up containers on the counter.

“Then how did you get Marco’s?”

He gave her a twitch of a smile. “I got in my car and drove out to get it.”

“But why? It’s half an hour away.”

“Sure, but it’s also your favorite.”

“But... but...” She clung to the edge of the counter.

“I’m allowed to drive out to get my wife’s favorite food if I want to. Are you going to say no to it just because I didn’t have a meeting in Charlotte?” His tone was casual. Dry. Laid-back. Not earnest and tender the way it had been the day before.

And it was a relief. A huge relief. That he sounded more like himself.

She relaxed and started opening the containers. “No, I’m not going to say no to it. Thank you for getting it. But don’t expect me to fall at your feet in a puddle of goo because you showed up with food.”

He chuckled. “The minute you dissolve into goo, I’ll know for sure that something is seriously wrong in the world. See anything you like in there?”

She rolled her eyes. “You know perfectly well that you got my favorites. How you figured out what they are, I don’t know.”

“I’m just talented that way.” He went into the wine closet and returned with a good bottle of Syrah. He showed it to her. “Good?”

“Yeah. That looks good to me. But I’m only having one glass. I’ve sowed my one wild oat, and I’m planning to never get drunk again.”

They ate at the kitchen island, chatting casually, having enjoyable arguments about the political aspirations of one of his friends and about how much money one should spend on a bottle of wine.

It felt familiar. Comfortable. Almost like home.

But it was also different than it used to be with Lance. He didn’t try to kiss her—not even once. And his only touches were light and casual. He didn’t say a word about being in love with her, but she caught him gazing at her occasionally.

He looked like he was in love with her.

It was very unsettling.

But she also couldn’t help but want him to look at her like that again.

***
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THINGS BETWEEN THEM continued in a similar manner for the rest of the week.

Lance was home every evening, wanting to spend time with her. One night he took her out to one of her favorite pizza places in town, and then they went next door to a bowling alley and challenged each other to a game. (She won, of course. Lance hadn’t done much bowling in his life.) On another night, he cooked for her. Parmesan risotto and steaks with a Stilton cheese sauce. After some needling, she got him to admit he’d gotten Maria to teach him how to prepare the meal in advance. And then another night they stopped at a gourmet market for sandwiches and cheese straws and ate them on a bench by the lake. One night they stayed in and ate pasta while they binge-watched Netflix.

Savannah tried to keep it in perspective. She knew Lance had a strategy going here, that he was doing all this on purpose.

But it was hard not to believe he meant what he said when he didn’t appear to want anything but her company.

All in all, she had a good week, and not even the glimmer of fear in her belly could overwhelm the flutters of soft emotion.

Her defenses were seriously battered by Saturday, when he took her out in his sailboat. He didn’t make her do all the work herself. He just asked her to help occasionally, and she was pleased with what she’d learned on the other times they’d been out together before.

The weather was a little cool, but it was sunny and crisp, and she wore a cozy sweater and had a blanket to cover up with so she was perfectly comfortable. When they’d found a spot in the lake, they dropped anchor and let the boat be rocked by the gentle waves of the water.

Lance came to sit beside her, pulling the blanket over both of them and wrapping an arm around her.

It was the closest to a move he’d made on her all week.

She leaned against him. He smelled like effort and sunshine and clean laundry. She pressed her cheek against the soft knit of his sweater.

“I really like it out here,” she admitted, almost as embarrassed as if she’d been confessing to a secret sin.

He squeezed her just slightly with his arm. “Me too.”

Something in his tone made her look up at his face, and she sucked in a breath at the look in his eyes. It was deep and tender and almost awed and just slightly possessive.

She looked away quickly. “Lance, don’t.”

“What was I doing?”

“Looking at me that way.”

“Hey, I’m trying to be good here, but I can’t always control the way I look at you. When you feel something like this, it just comes out one way or another.”

She sighed and snuggled against him. “Yeah. I guess. It just makes me feel...”

“What?” He sounded almost hopeful.

She was afraid she was going to disappoint him when she concluded, “Guilty.”

“Why do you feel guilty? I’m the one who messed things up between us.”

“No, you didn’t. I mean, yeah, of course you did. But I messed things up too. It wasn’t all your fault. It’s nice of you to take all the blame, but I know I’m just as responsible as you are. I’ve always been too... hard.”

“No. No, you weren’t. You were never really hard. You’re guarded. There’s nothing wrong with that.”

“Maybe, but it’s always kept me from getting close to people. It’s kept me from trusting people. It’s the main reason I’ve had so much trouble—and I’m still having so much trouble—trusting you even now.”

He tilted up her head to meet her eyes again. “Look, you had every reason to be guarded. You had every reason not to trust people like me. All your life, we’ve treated you like shit.”

“Not all of you.”

“Maybe not, but a lot of us. And I’ve definitely not treated you right. Maybe partly because I always suspected you had the power to tear down my defenses but also because I was selfish and clueless and didn’t understand the lives of people who were different from me. I didn’t treat you right when we were younger. Less than a week ago, I didn’t treat you right. No one in the world would blame you for being careful.” His voice changed to a low grumble. “And if they try to blame you, I’ll beat them up.”

She giggled and hid her face in his sweater for just a moment. “Thanks for saying that,” she said when she lifted her head again. “But I still feel kind of guilty. You’ve been so great all week, but don’t you feel like... isn’t it kind of frustrating... aren’t I torturing you some more?” To explain her point, she slid her hand down to brush against the front of his trousers.

She’d felt his body tightening and so wasn’t surprised to feel that he was halfway hard.

He gave a thick sigh as she gave him a little squeeze before she slid her hand back to his chest. “It’s not torture, Savannah. Would it be nice to have sex with you again? Of course. I’m not about to say it wouldn’t. But do I have any expectation of it happening yet? Not at all. And is waiting for it torture? No. Not remotely.”

She was moved by his words, but she was still herself. With a sardonic lilt in her voice, she said, “Having a whole conversation over there by yourself, aren’t you?”

He let out a huff of amusement and wrapped both arms around her. “Don’t distract me with banter. Let me tell you this. This past week has been the best week of my life. Hands down. No possible competition.”

She straightened up and searched his face. He looked nothing but sincere. “Really? Why? We aren’t even kissing, much less having sex.”

“Why? Are you kidding me? Do you really think the thing I’ve wanted most in my life is sex? I’ve had sex. Plenty of it. It’s fun, but it can never fill the hole that’s always been in my soul. I want to love someone. For real. And have that person love me back. I want... family. I want... home.” He paused with a raspy inhale, like he was controlling emotion. “Baby, this is the closest I’ve ever come.”

She lost it for just a minute. She squeezed him with her arms and buried her face against his shoulder as she shook.

They hugged for a while, naked emotion tangled in the embrace with their bodies. But eventually she pulled away and wiped a stray tear from her eye. “Okay. You’ve got to stop being all deep and earnest like that, or I’m going to start thinking you aren’t Lance Carlyle anymore.”

He laughed, looking as relieved as she was by the break in tension. “Oh, I’m still the real Lance Carlyle. You’re not getting rid of me that easily.”

“Good.” She reached up and stroked his cheek, her fingers sliding back into his hair.

His eyes heated up at the touch, but he held himself very still.

She remembered what he’d told her about not kissing her until she asked him. She knew he would hold himself to that. So she stretched up toward him until her lips brushed against his.

He gave a little jerk, like the threads of his control had snapped, and he took her head in a possessive hold with both hands as he deepened the kiss.

She held on to him. Opened her mouth to his tongue. Responded urgently. Nakedly. Giving him everything she had.

He was the one to finally break it off. He leaned back against the seat and panted loudly, rubbing his face like he was waking up from sleep.

Then he slanted her an ironic smile. “That’s what I call progress.”

Her body was still pulsing with excitement from the kiss, but she couldn’t help but laugh.

***
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THE FOLLOWING MONDAY, she came home from work and noticed that Lance’s Aston Martin wasn’t in his parking place, so she figured he wasn’t home yet. She was surprised to find him in the condo, trying (and failing) to cook Maria’s famous pan-fried chicken, which Savannah adored. When flames shot up from the frying pan, they gave up on the chicken and had the mashed potatoes (which had come out very tasty) with roast-beef sandwiches.

Savannah forgot about the missing Aston Martin until the following evening when it wasn’t in its parking space again, even though she didn’t get home until after seven. But by the time she got upstairs and discovered that Lance had brought in Thai food and set a romantic table on the terrace, complete with candles and portable heater in case it got too chilly, the car completely slipped her mind.

On Thursday the car still wasn’t there, and its absence finally had a big enough impact that she had to seriously think about it. Either the car was getting serviced—something major enough to take several days—or else Lance had lent it to a friend, something that didn’t seem likely given how much he treasured the ridiculous vehicle.

What else could have happened to it?

Determined to ask first thing and not let it slip her mind tonight just because she was distracted by Lance’s adorableness, she marched upstairs and let herself in.

“Where’s your car?” she called out from the entryway before she’d even announced her presence or said hello.

“What’s that?” His voice sounded slightly muffled, so she followed it into the living room. Lance was bent over with his hands braced on the back of the sofa. It took a few seconds for her to realize he was pushing it.

“What are you doing?” she demanded, putting her bag on the dining room table. She was still wearing her ankle boots, so she pulled them off as she studied the furniture arrangement.

Everything had gotten moved, so there was a big empty space in the middle of the floor.

“I’m giving us some room,” Lance said, straightening up with a lopsided smile. He wiped a trace of sweat from his forehead.

That was when she noticed his outfit—jeans and plaid shirt. And cowboy boots.

Cowboy boots.

“What. The. Hell.” Her eyes grew to twice their size as she stared at him.

He gave a silly step forward to show off his boots and then did a goofy catwalk twirl. “Pretty good, huh?”

She couldn’t breathe. Couldn’t. Breathe. Her whole body shook as hilarity overwhelmed her.

He made an expression of aggrieved outrage and tsked. “After all my efforts. You just laugh.”

“Oh my God!” she gasped, holding her stomach and bending at the waist. “This is it. This is the last straw. You’ve pushed me over the edge at last.” There was no way she could stop laughing, even as she forced out the words.

He was trying to hold on to his offended pose, but she could see something like glee glinting out of his expressions as he watched her laugh.

She took a few steps forward and collapsed in laughter against his chest. He wrapped his arms around her and held her close as she shook and wheezed.

When she finally got control of herself and pulled away, Lance was smiling—warm and wry at the same time. “Now what the hell were you thinking with this ensemble?” she asked. “And why are you moving all the furniture?”

“Ah. Well, you see, I needed to get the ambience right.” He went over and turned on the stereo, and pleasantly twangy country music blared out. “You seemed to have a good time the other night at Ramblers, at least before you got drunk off your ass. So I thought we could dance.”

She gaped. “You want to dance?”

“Yep. Rosa taught me how to two-step. She also advised me on my outfit.”

Helpless laughter threatened to strangle her again. “Rosa was in on this?”

“Oh yes. She was a big help, so you’ll have to thank her. After we dance.”

“You’re serious.” She stared at his extended hand without taking it.

“Yes, I’m serious. I’m not going to let all those lessons go to waste.”

“You had more than one lesson?”

“Two, to be precise. But they were exhausting. That Rosa is a real taskmaster.”

Savannah couldn’t resist the glint in his eyes. She took his hand and let him lead her in a very respectable two-step around the empty space in their living room floor.

She had no idea why she enjoyed it so much, but she felt almost giddy as they danced through three different songs, trying out different steps and turns as they got more comfortable with the basics. When the music shifted to a slow song, Lance wrapped both his arms around her waist, and she twined her arms around his neck. They swayed together, and she ended up resting her cheek against his shoulder.

She loved this man. So much.

And she could no longer tell herself that trusting him was too big a risk.

It didn’t feel like a risk. It felt as natural to her as breathing.

He loved her too. She knew it.

He’d put on cowboy boots and learned to two-step to give her this one evening.

“Lance?” Her voice cracked strangely. She couldn’t quite meet his eyes.

She felt his body tighten just a little. “Yeah?”

She looked up and saw the question on his face. She also saw warmth and trust and knowledge and understanding and devotion and humor and generosity.

She saw love.

She knew it for what it was.

She licked her lips and tried to say what she needed to say. Nothing came out.

After a minute, Lance’s eyebrows drew together. His arms were still holding her in more of an embrace than a dance position. “What is it, baby? Do you want to say something?”

She did. She was trying. But—damn it—she couldn’t get the words out.

Before she did, a shadow of her old self rose up inside her. Her tough self. Her always-guarded self. It felt safe, so she gave it control of her words. She adjusted her hands on Lance’s shoulders and asked, “What happened to your Aston Martin?”

He made a strange noise in his throat, and his features relaxed slightly. Not in relief. More like in disappointment. But he didn’t sound angry or upset as he said, “Oh. You noticed that, did you?”

“Yes, I did. It hasn’t been in the garage all week. Is it broken and in the shop awaiting an obscure part to arrive from England to fix it?”

He let out a long breath and eased her closer to him again, so they weren’t looking each other in the eye anymore. One of his hands rubbed her back. “No. It’s not broken.”

“Then where it is?” Her cheek was resting against his shirt.

“I sold it,” he admitted almost reluctantly.

She froze. “Wh-what?”

“I sold it.”

She jerked away from him so she could peer at his face. “You sold it?”

He looked embarrassed. Sheepish. She’d never seen him so self-conscious before. Not even once. “I sold it. I sold the car.”

“What? Why?” The room was starting to spin, and she crossed her arms at her stomach in an attempt to hold herself steady.

He made a face and glanced away. “I didn’t need it.”

“But you loved it. You loved that car!”

“I know. But you were right. About me. About it.” He was almost mumbling. He obviously didn’t want to be saying this right now. “About how I’ve spent a lifetime of getting everything I wanted without even trying. About how I’ve wasted money and opportunities and so much of what other people work themselves to the bone for. Even after I thought I’d changed and gotten better, two weeks ago I hurt you unforgivably because what I desperately wanted didn’t come easily enough. I don’t want to... I don’t want to be like that. Not anymore. And I know there was nothing intrinsically wrong with owning that car, but it felt to me like... like a symbol. I needed to get rid of it. I want...” He cleared his throat and tugged at his hair. “I want to be a better person. So I’m trying.”

A sob forced its way from her heart to her throat. Then lodged there in a painful lump. She covered her mouth, shoulders shaking with suppressed emotion. “Lance,” she whimpered.

“See,” he said, scowling with familiar impatience. “This is why I didn’t tell you before. I didn’t want this.”

His tone broke through the wave of adoration she’d been feeling. She dropped her hand and frowned. “You didn’t want what?”

“This.” He waved a hand toward her. “All the big, tear-filled eyes and trembling lips and awed expressions. I didn’t want you to say anything to me because of what I did if you didn’t really mean it.”

“What?” she snapped, her soft feelings transforming into a familiar annoyance with a man who couldn’t help but be infuriating. “You don’t get to control what my eyes and lips do. And exactly how spineless do you think I am? You really think I’m going to be so blown away by one gesture that I’d fall into a puddle of goo at your feet?”

“I don’t know.” His tone was as sharp as hers, and most of the tenderness had vanished. “You looked pretty gooey just now, and it was a pretty big gesture.”

“A big gesture? You think getting rid of your phallic symbol of a car is that mind-blowing? And I’ll tell you right now. There’s nothing sentimental about me. So if I tell you I love you, it’s not because I’m out of my mind with the sappy aftermath of some kind of romantic gesture you made. It’s because I mean it.”

“Do you?”

“Do I what?”

“Mean it?”

“Yes, I mean it!” She scowled at him because there was no one in the world as annoying as he was.

“You love me?” He was breathing heavily, his forehead glistening slightly with perspiration. His hands were clenched at his side, a dead giveaway he was tense.

She’d once believed Lance Carlyle was never tense.

“Yes, I love you. I thought you already knew that. Isn’t that what you told me all smug and all-knowing a couple of weeks ago?” She stopped talking abruptly as she heard what she’d said.

“Savannah?” Lance rasped, something new taking over his eyes. Not impatient sarcasm or irritation or even the earnest tenderness of before.

It was deep and strong and sharp and Lance-like.

It was hope.

She took a ragged breath and nodded. Kept nodding. Couldn’t stop. “I do, Lance. I love you. For real. Not because of the car thing. Or the cowboy boots. Or all the romantic dinner dates you’ve been setting up for the past two weeks. I love you just because you’re you. Because there’s no one else in the world like you. I can finally say it. I love you, Lance Carlyle. I really do.”

Because she was watching him in that moment, she saw what happened. She saw a force of emotion overwhelm him for a moment, causing his handsome features to contort and his shoulders to shake a few times. Then she saw him blow it out with a long, shuddering exhale.

His face relaxed, and his mouth twitched just slightly. “It’s about time you got it said.”

She burst into helpless laughter—or maybe they were tears. Either way, she flung herself into his arms. He hugged her and kissed her and kept mumbling out that he loved her.

After a few minutes, she finally straightened up, and he loosened his arms, then leaned down to give her a few little kisses on and around her mouth.

She smiled against his lips. “I do love you, Lance,” she said. “I guess I have for a while now and didn’t know it. Or was too scared to admit it. But I want to say that you didn’t have to sell your car. I mean, I would have loved you anyway. Every part of you. I never expected—”

“I know that, baby. I know. I didn’t sell the car to earn your love. I did it for me. Like I said before, it was bothering me. Starting to feel like a symbol.”

With a sidelong look, she whispered, “A symbol of your penis.”

He laughed against her hair. “Yes. Probably. That and more. Parts of me I don’t want to indulge. I needed to get rid of it. I needed to for me.”

She nodded, understanding and loving him even more for what he was trying to tell her. “What did you do with the money from the sale?”

He glanced away. “I donated it,” he muttered, almost under his breath.

“What? You did? Where?”

“To Hope House.”

Hope House was a local nonprofit that included a food bank, a youth center, and a literacy program for people in need. Savannah raised her hand to the ache in her chest at that piece of information.

Lance gave a little snarl. “See. Here come the wide eyes and trembling lips again. I knew you couldn’t resist, no matter how tough you pretend to be.”

“Oh you asshole! You fell in love with me first. Don’t forget it. I held out a lot longer than you. I’m tougher than you’ll ever be, and I can resist you just fine.” She swatted his chest lightly and then hugged him because the truth was there was no way she could resist him. Any part of him.

He might as well have been created just for her.

He hugged her back. Then they started to kiss. And the kisses took a decidedly carnal turn that left most of her clothes on the floor of the living room.

Lance ended up carrying her into the bedroom and laying her down on the bed, gazing down at her for a minute with nothing but love in his eyes.

It was only then that he took his cowboy boots off.

***
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THREE WEEKS LATER, Savannah stretched out on a chaise in the sun under a blanket at nine o’clock in the morning. The breeze was strong, but the air was warmer along the coast of southern Florida.

The waters of the Atlantic stretched out in the distance. She’d seen dolphins earlier, as she and Lance had been drinking coffee. She’d never been on a yacht before, but Russell and Lorraine’s was definitely amazing. It was a motor yacht, not a sailboat, so although Lance didn’t get to indulge his passion for sailing, they could make much better speed and time down the coast. The accommodations were luxurious, and the crew was friendly and competent. It was like having their own private cruise ship without all the crowds and stomach bugs.

They were going to stop in Palm Beach that afternoon, but until then she had the morning with nothing to do but relax in the sun. She’d been trying to read a book for the past three days and hadn’t gotten past chapter two because she kept getting distracted by the views or the seabirds or the sunshine or the desire to nap.

Or Lance.

He’d been as gleeful as a boy ever since they’d gotten on board.

It was Savannah who’d suggested they take Russell up on his offer of the yacht after all. She couldn’t bring herself to take two weeks off—maybe she’d get there eventually, but right now a week was all her guilt and responsibility would allow her. But it was enough to make Lance very happy. And to satisfy Savannah that she was making progress in overcoming her hang-ups.

So both she and Lance rearranged their schedules to free up a week, and Savannah had had no regrets about the decision at all.

She’d just picked up her book and read two sentences when Lance appeared on the deck, looking casual and windblown in his khakis and untucked button-up shirt. He grinned at her as he approached, then leaned over to lift the corner of her blanket so he could squeeze under it with her.

She scooted over to make room for him, glad for the warmth of his body. They might be off the coast of Florida, but they were on the ocean and it was December. She cuddled against him, happy to exchange space for the body heat.

“Were you finally reading your book?” he asked.

“I read two sentences. But I blame you for my failure to get any further. You’re always distracting me.”

He nuzzled her hair. “Am I?”

“Yes.”

“What about me distracts you so much?”

“Well, let’s start with your irritating personality. And then your penchant for always arguing with my perfectly reasonable statements. And then your insistence on always being in my space.”

“Your space?”

“Yes. Like I was on this chaise, perfectly comfortable, and you came barging in and taking up more than half my room.”

He chuckled. “Tell me to move then.”

“I don’t want you to move,” she said with a disdainful sniff. “You’re like a live-in radiator. So I guess I’ll keep you.”

“Good. Because there’s no way in hell I’m letting you go now that I’ve finally got you.”

That made her smile. She even found the energy for a kiss. She wasn’t in the mood for anything sexy—not outside with this chilly air. But she felt fond and cozy and closer to him than she’d felt to anyone else in the thirty-one years she’d been alive.

He must have seen it on her face because he murmured, “What are you smiling about?”

“I’m smiling about you.”

“Oh. That’s okay then.” He was smiling too, and she could hear it in his voice.

But there was another edge to his tone. One she didn’t recognize. She adjusted so she could peer at his face. “Y’okay?”

“Yeah. I’m fine.”

“You look kind of... I don’t know. Is something going on?”

“No. Well, maybe.” He swallowed. “Do you know what today is?”

Her smile broadened. “Yes, of course I know what today is. It’s our one-year anniversary. I have a present for you downstairs, but I didn’t want to make you feel awkward if you forgot about it.”

He huffed. “Give me a little credit. I didn’t forget it about it. Marrying you was the best thing that’s ever happened to me.”

“Really?”

“Of course. Surely you already knew that.”

“Well, I knew it was a good thing. For me and for you. But saying it’s the best thing that’s ever happened to you is a pretty dramatic statement.”

“Well, it is.” He sounded almost grumpy. “The best thing that’s ever happened to me.”

She leaned over to kiss him. “For me too.” She felt his body. “So do you have a present for me too?” she asked, excited now that she knew he hadn’t forgotten about the day.

“Yeah. It’s hidden downstairs. So don’t go poking around until it’s time.”

“When will it be time?”

“Later.” He took a deep breath, reaching over to fiddle with her hand. “I did want to do something now though.” He had that strange edge to his tone again, and it made her nervous.

“Do what?” Her stomach twisted just a little.

He pulled the two rings off the finger of her left hand and climbed off the chaise. She was staring at him in confusion as he lowered himself down onto one knee.

She gaped like an idiot and sat up straight, still holding out her hand in the same position he’d left it when he released it.

He gave her a self-deprecating smile—almost laughing at himself—and reached for her hand.

In her eagerness, she pushed it toward him, leading to a minor collision of their knuckles.

He shook his head, fond laughter in his eyes. “If you wouldn’t be so bossy about it, I could do this better.”

“I’m not bossy. I didn’t say anything!”

“You just thrust your hand in my face, making it very clear I needed to hurry up.”

She giggled and waved her hand right in front of his nose. “Well, you’re kind of slow, you know. So hurry it up.” After a moment, she added in a soft mutter, “Come on, come on, come on, come on, come on.”

He was laughing as he took her hand. But he met her eyes and said thickly, “I love you, Savannah Emerson, and I always will. So will you marry me? For real? Forever?”

She nodded and kept nodding. “Yes! Of course I will. So please put the rings back on. My finger looks naked without them.”

He slid on the wedding and engagement rings. Then he raised her hand to kiss the bands.

She was trying (and mostly succeeding) not to cry as she pulled him back up on the chaise, drawing him back under the blanket so she could hug and kiss him without getting cold.

They stayed a long time under the blanket. They did a lot of kissing and laughing and talking about the future, and they only argued twice.
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Epilogue
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ON A SATURDAY EVENING in June of the following year, Savannah was playing a competitive game of Scrabble with Lance and her parents.

Her mother and father were both very good players, and Savannah had been playing games with them since she was old enough to read. But they were also fairly laid-back about who won or lost.

Savannah and Lance were not laid-back at all—not when they were competing against each other.

They’d had dinner together—spaghetti, meatballs, and garlic bread—and then they began the game after they’d done the dishes. It had gotten off to a bad start as far as Savannah was concerned when Lance managed to add five of his letters on her excellent word strophe to make catastrophes and hit a triple-word score. She’d eventually managed to rally, but she hadn’t caught up to him yet.

And he was letting her know it with his gloating smile and his taunting comments.

She hadn’t given up yet, however. She’d seen the perfect move she could make as soon as he’d put down catastrophes, but she’d had to wait to get a U so she could use it.

Finally she had a U in her row of tiles, so if she could get back around to her turn, she could win the whole game.

Attempting not to look too tense or excited so Lance wouldn’t suspect she was waiting for a winning move, she rolled her eyes at him with a half-hearted lip curl while he stalled in deciding what tiles he could play.

“Any day now,” she muttered after a few minutes. “If you’ve got nothing to play, staring at the letters isn’t going to make a move appear by magic.”

“You need to work on patience.”

“And you need to work on not being obnoxious every moment of the day.”

Savannah’s parents both chuckled at that. They’d been spending more time with Lance over the past several months, so they knew how Savannah interacted with him. They were usually amused rather than concerned by the verbal sparring.

Lance slanted her a naughty look as he finally picked up one of his tiles. He added a T to the front of the word its that her mother had put down earlier when she’d had no decent plays. It wasn’t a great move, but it hit a double-word score, so it earned more points than it deserved.

Her dad said, “Nice” under his breath.

Savannah sneered. “Very classy, Carlyle.”

“Hey. Needs must.” He turned to look at her mother, his expression changing to something nicer. “I hope it doesn’t offend you, ma’am.”

“Not at all.”

“Of course he doesn’t care at all about offending his own wife with such crudeness.”

“Oh, I know perfectly well you’d play that word yourself if you could. Let’s see you do any better.”

They were almost out of letter tiles, but she just needed to get around to her turn again and she could beat Lance for good.

It was her dad’s turn now. She held her breath as she waited, hoping he wouldn’t block her unintentionally.

He didn’t. He put a harmless word down on the opposite side of the board.

Savannah was already starting to smile.

“Uh-oh,” Lance muttered. He knew what was coming.

Savannah picked up her E and U and set them down in the free squares in front of catastrophes. The E hit a second triple-word score block.

Everyone else stared at the word silently for a moment.

Then her dad murmured, “Good move, hon.”

Her mother clapped her hands and said, “Brilliant.”

Lance narrowed his eyes. “That’s not a legit word.”

“Oh yes it is.”

“It’s just an idiosyncratic Tolkien thing.”

“It’s a word. A legitimate word. Look it up!”

Lance rolled his eyes, leaned back in his chair, and tipped over his remaining tiles.

Savannah jumped out of her chair and did a silly little victory jig, mostly to annoy Lance.

Her mother laughed, and her father was busy counting up the points, although it was obvious to all of them that she’d won the game by a significant margin.

Savannah danced her way around the table to Lance so she could ruffle his hair. He’d pushed his chair back from the table, she thought so he could get up. But instead he grabbed her around the waist and pulled her into his lap.

She settled there quite happily, ruffling his hair again and giving him a kiss on the jaw. “I’m the winner. Admit it.”

“I admit it. You’re the winner.” A glint of warmth was visible in his expression. “This time.”

“Most of the time.”

Lance pressed a little kiss against the side of her throat. “My wife, ladies and gentlemen, is not a particularly nice winner.”

“Hey, if you wanted nice, you never would have married me.”

“Very true.” He settled her more comfortably on his lap, his arms wrapped around her snugly in a way that proved he didn’t want her to move.

Which was good, because she wasn’t inclined to move anytime soon. She twined one arm around his neck and grinned down at him. “It was pretty brilliant, wasn’t it?”

He kissed her mouth lightly. “It was truly brilliant. But you couldn’t have done it without my giving you catastrophes first.”

“I couldn’t do a lot of things without you.”

That came out as a little more earnest than she’d intended. Lance’s expression softened, and her mother laughed.

Savannah wasn’t in the habit of being sentimental—even with Lance—if there was any sort of audience. But her chest ached at the expression on Lance’s face, and she decided she didn’t regret it this time.

***
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SHE AND LANCE WERE leaving her parents’ house twenty minutes later, carrying a plastic container of leftover spaghetti forced on them by her mother.

“That was fun,” Lance said as they got into his SUV.

“Yeah. I thought so too.” She leaned her head against the headrest and smiled at him. “I think my folks had fun too.”

“It seemed like they did. You think they like me okay, don’t you?”

She was surprised that his question was genuine, slightly concerned. “Of course they do! They love you.”

“Okay. Good. I hope so. Your dad pounds me on the back every time I leave, which I think is an expression of affection for him.”

“Definitely.”

“But your mom has never once given me a hug or anything.”

Savannah laughed. “She’s just that way. She’s not physically affectionate. The most I ever get is that half-hug, back-pat thing.”

Lance’s eyebrows lifted. “Oh yeah. I guess that’s true. She gives that to me too.”

She reached over to squeeze his arm. “Then you’re totally in. That’s a sign of deep affection for her. They love you. Even if they didn’t like you for yourself—which they do—they’d still love you for how happy you’ve made me.”

He’d been just about to pull out of the driveway, but he stopped at that and met her eyes. “Yeah?”

“Yes. I promise. They love you. And you’ve made me happier than I’ve ever been in my life.”

He leaned over to brush a gentle kiss against her lips. “Same here.”

It was a rather sappy way to end an evening that had been fun and teasing, but it felt exactly right.

***
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WHEN THEY GOT HOME, Savannah went into the bedroom that used to be hers. In a way, it still was. She’d kept all her clothes in the closet and dressers and all her toiletries in the attached bath. It was just easier for them to have their own space to get dressed in the mornings, even though they always slept together in the master bedroom now.

She grabbed a small wrapped package out of her underwear drawer. She’d had it there for more than a week now, waiting for the right time to give it to Lance.

Tonight was the right time.

Lance was in the shower. He usually showered before coming to bed, which Savannah had no complaints about. She loved how fresh and clean he always smelled when he climbed under the covers.

With that in mind, she decided to take a quick shower herself, something she didn’t always do. The day had been hot, and she felt a bit sticky. She soaped up quickly and rinsed off, keeping her hair out of the spray, and she put on a pretty smoky-blue chemise in a soft knit material. Then she rubbed on some ginger-scented lotion that Lance liked.

Pleased with her preparations, she took the package into the master bedroom and heard Lance’s shower turning off. She laid the wrapped box on his pillow, then looked at it there and was suddenly self-conscious, so she went to the kitchen to get two bottles of water.

When she returned, Lance was standing next to the bed in his dark gray sleep pants, staring down at his pillow.

“What’s this?” he asked as she approached to put one of the waters on his nightstand.

She shrugged, not sure why she felt so embarrassed. “It’s a present for you.”

“Why?”

“Just because.”

He frowned and reached down for it. “I didn’t forget some sort of anniversary or something, did I?”

“No. Of course not.” She got into bed and propped up on her pillows.

“Are you sure? It’s not our wedding anniversary or the first time we had sex. And the first time we kissed was the same night we had sex, so—”

“Lance, stop! It’s not an important date in our history. I promise. It’s really just because.”

“Okay.” He got into bed but stayed sitting up as he slowly unwrapped the little box. He dropped the paper onto his nightstand before he lifted the lid.

Inside was a pair of cuff links. Very expensive platinum cuff links sculpted into tiny Aston Martins with beautiful, intricate detail work.

He gazed down at them for a long moment, his mouth parted slightly.

She swallowed. “Are they... Do you... like them?” She’d put more time, effort, and money into this gift for Lance than she’d ever done for anyone else in her life.

He made a choking sound. “Like them? Baby, they’re... they’re perfect. Where the hell did you ever find them?”

“I didn’t find them. I commissioned them from a jeweler in Charlotte. I think he did a really good job.” She was feeling better now. There was no way Lance could be faking his reaction.

Lance delicately lifted one out of the box and held it closer to his eyes. “It’s better than good. They’re amazing. I can’t believe you did this for me.” His hand was shaking slightly. He put the cuff link back in the box and the box on the nightstand.

Savannah was hit with a sudden wave of emotion, but she tried to hide it in her typical fashion. “Well, it was just a random thought, but then I couldn’t get it out of my mind. So I finally broke down and called around until I found someone who would do it.”

Lance was still sitting up. His face was strangely tense. “They must have cost you a fortune.”

She shrugged and dropped her eyes. “I’m not going to tell you how much, but it was a lot.”

“Savannah, baby.” He reached over and cupped her cheek, lifting her head so she was looking at him again. “I know how hard it is still for you to spend a lot of money. You didn’t have to do that for me.”

Her throat was aching. It was ridiculous how emotional she was feeling. “I wanted to. I earned all that money at my studio and from those three weddings I’ve done this spring. I worked for it. I’m allowed to spend it how I want. I’m trying to work through my issues just like you are, and I wanted to spend that money on you.” She had to swallow before she finished. “I wanted you to have those. So you’d have something good to replace what you’ve given up.”

“Oh my God,” he murmured hoarsely, pulling her into a hard hug. “Oh my God, baby, I have so much more now than I ever had before. I don’t need a car. I have you. And this is the nicest present anyone has ever given me.”

She was crying. Literally crying. She shook against his chest until his arms finally loosened. When she drew back, she wiped her eyes with the back of her hands. “Okay. I’m not falling apart or anything. I’m just glad you like your present.”

He laughed and pulled her toward him again, this time easing her down on her back so he was on top of her. He grinned down at her. “You don’t think you’re going to get away with that being the end of it, are you?”

“The end of what?” She held on to his shoulders, smiling uninhibitedly.

“The end of your thank-you for those cuff links. It’s going to take me all night to thank you for them, and I might not be done even then.”

Her body gave a little clench of excitement. “Well then, it’s a good thing tomorrow is Sunday. We’ll need it to recover afterward.”

He brushed her lips with a slow, teasing kiss. “Oh, I’ll still be thanking you tomorrow. You’re gonna be thanked so long and so good that you might just pass out at the end of it.”

“Typical Lance Carlyle. Always talking big and never—”

He cut off her words with a kiss. By the end of the following day, Savannah had to admit that the extent of his thank-you hadn’t been exaggerated at all.

***
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SUMMER WAS PASSING the library a few doors down when motion in the room caught her attention, so she paused to look in.

Her heart gave a weird little jump as she saw the person in the room was Lincoln Wilson, Carter’s older brother.

Lincoln was three years older than her and Carter, so she’d never spent much time with him. She’d known him mostly from Carter’s complaints about him and from a lot of sarcastic, mocking comments he’d aimed at her whenever she was in his presence. He’d had a huge blow-up with his family when he was in college—unsurprising given the way Arthur Wilson had treated them—and after that Lincoln had broken ties completely. He didn’t work for Wilson Hotels the way Carter did. He didn’t attend family functions or make an effort to stay close to his younger brother. And he didn’t even have the good sense to move away and start up life in a new city where he could have been anonymous.

Instead, he was a bartender at the one of the two high-end bars in Green Valley, serving expensive drinks and making smart-ass comments to his former friends and classmates. Summer saw him there occasionally and tried very hard to ignore the obnoxious smirk he always aimed at her.

At the moment, Lincoln was standing by himself in front of an oil portrait of his father. His back was to the door. His black T-shirt was made of a thick, soft material and lay perfectly against his broad shoulders and straight back, and his dark trousers were well tailored, but the outfit was completely inappropriate for the occasion. Every other man present was wearing a suit.

She hadn’t had a conversation longer than two minutes with Lincoln for years. He knew her favorite drinks at his bar and would often predict her order before she made it. He’d occasionally say something taunting about whichever man happened to be her date, and he’d comment laughingly whenever she had on a new outfit or did something different with her hair. Last year, she’d been on a first date with a real asshole. Lincoln must have overheard, and he’d come around the bar, grabbed the man by the back of his shirt, and propelled him out of the building without a single word, leaving Summer torn between relief that she hadn’t had to end the date herself (since she hated confrontation) and annoyance at Lincoln’s presumptuous intrusion in her business.

Since they weren’t friends or even polite acquaintances, she was about to duck out of the library unseen when he said without turning around, “Are you going to say hi to your best friend’s big brother, or are you just going to stand there fluttering like a nervous butterfly?”

She gulped. He hadn’t even turned his head. She had no idea how he’d known she was here. “You didn’t look like you wanted a greeting.” Her voice was much cooler than she used with anyone else. He’d been infuriating her since she was eight years old and he’d given her a long, unwanted lecture on how she was kicking a soccer ball wrong. “And I wasn’t doing anything remotely resembling fluttering.”

He turned his head in her direction with a flash of a smile. His typical dry, arrogant smile. Not a real one. “I could feel your fluttering from all the way across the room.”

Summer was a friendly, even-tempered person. Most people liked her. No one got into arguments or fights with her.  She was quiet and tended toward shyness, but she genuinely cared about other people, and she liked for other people to like her back. The only bad feeling she ever provoked in others was the occasional resentment or envy of the family fortune she’d inherited, which was a completely understandable reaction as far as she was concerned. She didn’t deserve to be given so much money—not when everyone else had to work for everything they got. She’d spent her life trying to make up for what felt like an injustice by being intentionally generous and empathetic.

She almost never felt so angry she wanted to snap her teeth at someone else, but she did right now. And she didn’t have the mental energy to control it the way she normally would. “Maybe what you’ve inaccurately identified as fluttering is normal human feelings of sympathy and concern. How would you know, since human feeling is utterly foreign to you?”

“So you’re saying you were lurking in the doorway of the room because you felt sorry for me?” Lincoln had the same handsome features as Carter, but his hair was a darker brown, his eyebrows thicker, and his eyes a startling shade of green. While Carter’s handsomeness came across as safe and solid and steady, Lincoln’s came across as dangerous.

Sexy, but dangerous.

Summer didn’t want to see either one in his man, and the fact that she did—that her skin had flushed and her heartbeat had accelerated with an involuntary surge of the attraction she always felt around him—made her angrier than ever. She stepped farther into the room, closer to him. “No, I don’t feel sorry for you. The sympathy and concern I’m feeling are not aimed at you.”

He’d turned all the way around now, and he gave a soft huff of ironic amusement. “Oh, I know. They’re all reserved for my brother. Poor put-upon saint that he is.”

“You have no reason to talk about him that way. He’s never done anything to you. If you’re mad at your father, then fine. He definitely deserved it. But Carter doesn’t. He’s having a hard time, and a brother with any sort of heart would try to be there for him instead of skulking in corners and making rude comments to people who are trying to help.”

Lincoln moved closer to her. Way too close. Only a few inches away. He had a habit of invading personal space that way. Summer knew it was an intimidation tactic, and she had to fight not to shy back from him and let him score a victory. He murmured, “Whatever gave you the impression that I have a heart?”

“Nothing. Nothing gave me that impression. Anyone who’s looking for a heart in you is going to be woefully disappointed.”

“We clearly understand each other.” He smiled again, the corner of his lips turning up. Way too sexily. She could see dark bristles on his jaw and down his neck. She could see the thick fringe of dark lashes contrasting with the vivid color of his eyes.

Her heart was pounding. Throbbing. In her chest. In her ears. In her headache.

“We don’t understand each other at all. I’ll never understand someone who can treat his family the way you treat Carter. He’s tried to reach out to you over and over again, and you give him nothing but a cold shoulder.”

“Well, you treat him well enough for both of us, so I feel sure he’s in good hands.” There was a bitter edge to his tone, but it was light. Casually dismissive. As if she were nothing.

Summer couldn’t remember ever hating another person—not even Carter’s father—as much as she hated Lincoln right now. She was shaking with it. She couldn’t form a single word through the tightness of her throat.

Lincoln arched his thick eyebrows. “Nothing? I was hoping for a cold, self-righteous comeback. Only appropriate for a villain like me.”

Her hands tightened at her sides. Her mind was an angry whirl of feeling, but she couldn’t think of a single thing to say to express it. She had friends who could always come up with the perfect, clever thing to say—no matter the state of their emotions—but she’d never been like that.

When she was in her normal, composed state of mind, she could converse like an intelligent, articulate human being. But when she was upset, her mind went infuriatingly blank.

Lincoln let out a soft huff of dry amusement. “All right then. Maybe you’ll have more to say about your upcoming nuptials. I hear congratulations are in order.”

She was so surprised her whole body jerked. Like she’d suddenly run into a brick wall. “Carter told you?”

“He did. Some remnant of brotherly feeling, I guess.”

“Or maybe he wanted to make sure you didn’t do anything to sabotage it.”

“Could be.” He was giving her that mocking smile, and she wanted to scratch it right off his face. “Or maybe he knew I’d try to talk him out of the lunatic plan.”

“It’s not a lunatic plan. It’s a practical strategy for dealing with a problem. It changes nothing.”

“Are you serious? You’ll be married to Carter. He isn’t in love with you, but you’re going to let him marry you anyway so you can hand him your inheritance and let him toss it into the black hole that’s Wilson Hotels.” He was still standing too close to her. Way too close. Despite his cool, arrogant manner, he was shuddering with reined in energy. She didn’t know what it was, but she could see it in him now.

It was making her shudder too. She rubbed her aching head and snapped, “I’m not handing him my inheritance. I’m investing a very small portion of it in a company Carter has spent years working to grow. We’ll be married for a few months until the acquisition goes through. It’s all set up and in the works. Once it’s done, we’ll get divorced. It changes nothing.”

***
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YOU CAN FIND OUT MORE about Wrong Wedding here.
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