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   CHAPTER ONE
 
   “Business or pleasure?”
 
   The question caught me by surprise. “I’m sorry?”
 
   The old woman standing next to me at baggage claim repeated her question. “Are you here on business, or for fun?”
 
   “Oh. For fun, I hope.” My actual purpose for visiting Utah didn’t really fit either category.
 
   “Visiting someone?” When she smiled at me, she reminded me of my grandmother and I was glad I hadn’t gone with the truth. She probably would have either been very confused or had a stroke if I had said, Actually, I’m hoping for pleasure. Lots and lots of pleasure.
 
   “I’m here to see my boyfriend.” That, too, was not the truth. But it was the safest descriptor I could think of for William. 
 
   I spotted my suitcase and prepared to snatch it from the conveyor belt. Due to my extreme dislike of snow and cold weather, I had packed almost my entire wardrobe. My suitcase was heavy and it took a fierce tug to pull it down.
 
   “How nice. A romantic weekend in the mountains?” My new best friend winked an eye at me. She eyed my suitcase. “You sure packed a lot of clothes for a romantic weekend.”
 
   My mouth dropped open. “I’m sorry?”
 
   “No need to be shy. I was young once, too.” Apparently, I was talking to Blanche from the Golden Girls. “My Harold and I used to have some fun weekends ourselves.”
 
   “That’s nice.” My voice came out in a squeak. “Is Harold you husband?”
 
   “We were together fifty years before he died.” She nodded at me wisely. “Do you know what my biggest regret is?”
 
   “No clue.” I hoped it wasn’t going to be a revelation that would make my ears bleed.
 
   “That we didn’t enjoy each other enough. We did in the beginning, but then we had four kids and everything changed. Our lives became so serious.” I reached down to help her with her much lighter bag. “This boyfriend of yours that you are here to see?”
 
   “Yeah?”
 
   “Enjoy him. Have fun. Life is so short.” When she looked at me, her eyes glistened with unshed tears. “Trust me. I’ve lost my great love, but it’s not too late for you.”
 
   Blanche had given me a lot to think about. I was glad that my trip up the mountain in the ski resort shuttle took almost an hour. I needed to get my thoughts together before I saw William. Was he my great love? I had no idea. But I did know I wasn’t ready to let him go yet.
 
   “Where are you staying?” the shuttle driver, Roy, asked as we closed in on our destination.
 
   “Um, Mountain Home 10?” I double checked the instructions Trevor had sent to my phone. 
 
   “Wow. You must be somebody important if you are staying in 10.” Roy let out a low whistle. “Do you know Mr. Connor?”
 
   “You could say that.” I wondered if I really did know William. So much about him was still a mystery to me.
 
   Our van climbed higher into the mountains. When we pulled off the main road, Roy stopped in front of an iron gate and reached through the window to punch in a code. The gate slid open and we continued forward. After about 100 yards, I could finally see William’s mountain home.
 
   It was buried in the trees, but I could just make out all three stories. It had a winding deck on all three levels, and a slanted roof that was pure glass. Roy pulled the shuttle to a stop. “This is it.”
 
   “Indeed.” I took a deep breath before opening the car door. Despite the hour-long car ride and three-hour plane trip, I still hadn’t figured out what I was going to say.
 
   “Do you want some help with your bag?” Roy already had my bag out of the trunk. He gestured to the steep stairs leading up to the house.
 
   “No thanks. I’ve got it from here.”
 
   I took my time dragging my luggage up the stairs, partly because my bag was heavy and the climb was steep, but also because I was stalling. Even with my slow progress, I was still standing at the front door in less than two minutes.
 
   Very slowly, I raised my hand to knock, but the door flew open before I could make contact.
 
   “I thought that was you.”
 
   William’s sister, Toni, stared at me with wide eyes. I returned her dubious stare, realizing for the very first time that I might actually be interrupting something important. When William had said he was going on a ski trip, I had just assumed he was going by himself, or with friends. It never occurred to me that it might be a family trip.
 
   “Hey, Toni.” I smiled meekly.
 
   She tilted her head to the left and looked me up and down. “William never mentioned that you were joining us.”
 
   “It’s kind of a surprise,” I said.
 
   She nodded, but still looked suspicious. “Okay. Come in.”
 
   I carried my bag inside and dropped it to the floor with a loud thunk. The entryway to William’s mountain home was larger than my entire apartment. 
 
   “William isn’t here,” Toni said. “He’s been out skiing all day.”
 
   “Oh. That’s okay.” I glanced around, looking for some inspiration as to what my next move should be.
 
   “His room is on the third floor. Did you want some help with your bag?” Toni was a tiny girl and probably weighed less than my suitcase, but I appreciated the offer.
 
   “Thanks, but I can handle it.” It took some time to carry it up two flights of stairs, but it was worth the effort. William’s room was amazing. The room was sparsely decorated, dominated mostly by the king-sized bed in the middle of the room. A sleek fireplace along one wall promised cozy, romantic nights. But the real gem was the slanted glass skylight that revealed an amazing view down the mountain. It felt like I could see the entire state of Utah from his room.
 
   One of William’s shirts was folded on the bed and I picked it up, holding it to my face so that I could breathe in William’s scent. The bed looked so soft and welcoming that I felt like jumping into the middle of it for a long nap. But I knew that even if it was the most comfortable bed in the world, I wouldn’t be able to get any sleep with all the thoughts twirling in my brain.
 
   “You can tell me in a minute, Toni. I’ll be right back. I just want to change out of these clothes.” William’s voice rang out from downstairs. I could hear his footsteps pounding on the stairs.
 
   “But William-” Toni tried ineffectively to get William’s attention, most likely to warn him about my surprise appearance. He was a man on a mission though, and he ignored her plea.
 
   His footsteps slowed as he neared the third floor landing. I stood frozen at the foot of the bed as I waited for him to round the corner. He did so in a hurry, his head down. As if he sensed my presence, his head whipped up and he stopped in mid-stride.
 
   “Olivia.” My name passed smoothly over his lips.
 
   “Hey.” All that time thinking about what I would say when I saw him and the best I could come up with was hey.
 
   “Why are you here?” It wasn’t the response I had been hoping for, but I wasn’t entirely surprised.
 
   William’s eyes were cold and distant. His dark hair was damp and curling at the ends. I was overcome by the desire to run my fingers through it. With the way William was glaring at me, I didn’t dare.
 
   “We need to talk about what happened.” I understood why William was mad. He had seen me at a bar with my friend, Thomas, and had mistakenly thought it was my jerk ex-boyfriend, Paul. He had been rightfully upset under that misunderstanding. But I was mad, too. William had misjudged my character, attacked my good friend and stormed off and left town without giving me a chance to explain.
 
   William seemed okay with his decision. “I don’t really want to talk to you, Olivia.”
 
   “I flew three hours and spent another hour trekking up a mountain, so I think you can give me five minutes.” I crossed my arms stubbornly over my chest and watched as William clenched and unclenched his perfect jaw.
 
   “Fine.” William leaned against the wall, crossing his own arms. “Give it your best shot.”
 
   “Didn’t Trevor call you?” Lana’s husband had felt so terrible about mistakenly telling William that I was with Paul that he had promised to call and straighten everything out.
 
   “I don’t get very good reception here.” William glanced at his watch. “Is this really how you want to spend your five minutes? Talking about Trevor?”
 
   This actually made me smile. He was acting like a child, not the hotshot CEO of a famous crisis management firm. “The guy you saw me with was my friend, Thomas.”
 
   William’s cheek twitched but he didn’t say anything. I waited for him to make a move. After at least a minute had passed, his arms dropped to his sides and he pushed away from the wall. “Trevor said you were with Paul.”
 
   “Trevor was wrong.” In my head I added, so were you. “Did you really think I would sit in a bar with Paul and buy him a drink? After what he did to me? Do you really think that little of me?”
 
   William opened his mouth but didn’t say anything. He was at a loss for words but I was just getting started. “He put me in the hospital for two weeks. I slept with the light on for three months. But, sure, I called him up and suggested we get together. That makes sense.”
 
   “Stop.” William held up a hand. “Please, just stop.”
 
   “Stop what, William? You said I could have five minutes. I’m just getting started.” The more I talked, the angrier I got.
 
   “I get it. I was an idiot.” William held his arms away from his sides and stepped forward. “I’m sorry, Livy.”
 
   “You should be.” I forced myself not to move toward him.
 
   William made it even harder for me to stay mad at him when he said, “I haven’t stopped thinking about you for a minute. I’m so glad you are here.”
 
   “Stop.” It wasn’t much of a protest. I was already walking toward him.
 
   “Do you think you can find a way to forgive me?” William’s playful smile appeared. Now I knew I was a goner.
 
   “You’re not as charming as you think, William Connor,” I said. But he was exactly as charming as he thought. Maybe even more charming.
 
   William reached out and hooked a finger through my belt loop, pulling me to him. “I was wrong. I admit it. Now you can punish me.”
 
   “Oh trust me, I intend to make you pay.” I smiled as I thought about the different ways William could make it up to me.
 
   He stared down at me with his cool gray eyes, his lips hovering an inch away from mine. “Do you have any idea what I’m going to do to you?”
 
   I felt a delicious thrill run through my body. “I don’t even care, just do it now.”
 
   William grabbed me around the waist and lifted me in his arms. Very quickly, he tossed me onto the bed and crawled on top of me. I could see the sky through the ceiling above him and marveled that I was literally in the clouds. William pressed down on me and his mouth covered mine.
 
   I moaned, permitting him access, and his tongue slipped inside. The urgency of his kiss was matched by the writhing of our bodies, rising and falling together. There was far too much fabric between us for my liking and I grabbed at his shirt. I pulled away from his lips long enough to yank the shirt over his head and then we were back at it. William caught my lip between his teeth and tugged at it.
 
   “I want to feel your lips on my body,” he said, and I was happy to oblige.
 
   My lips followed a slow path down his neck and over his collarbone. I shoved him hard, until he rolled onto his back. William’s hands slipped inside my sweater, and then he was pulling it over my head. Sitting astride him, I continued to kiss, lick and suck my way down his chest. Somewhere in the vicinity of his navel, I sensed that we were no longer alone.
 
   “My goodness!”
 
   William shot up, holding me to him to prevent me from falling off the bed. “Mother,” he said, more annoyed than embarrassed.
 
   “I didn’t know you had company,” she said.
 
   I hugged my arms over my chest and died a little inside. William’s mother, Jean, was easily one of the most unpleasant women I had ever met. This encounter was not going to help.
 
   “You remember Olivia?” William kept his arms around me and I burrowed closer to his chest, turning only my head to acknowledge Jean.
 
   “Hello,” I said.
 
   She looked down her pointy nose at me, both literally and figuratively. This time I didn’t really blame her. “Olivia. It’s nice to see you again.” She frowned harder. “I just came to let you know that Cessily is here.”
 
   “Can you give us a minute, mother? We’ll join you shortly.”
 
   “Do what you need to do. Preferably, put on some clothes.” She actually smirked. “We’ll be waiting for you.”
 
   Once Jean was gone, I let out a horrified groan. William just laughed. “Jean is really going to hate you now.”
 
   “Not. Helping.” I smacked him on the chest, then regretted it because he was still shirtless and my hormones were still running wild. “I’m mortified.”
 
   “You shouldn’t be.” William kissed my bare shoulder, then traced kisses up my neck and over my jaw. When his lips reached my mouth, he planted a sweet kiss and said, “You are the best thing in my life. And now you’re about to see why.”
 
   “Who’s Cessily?” I climbed off William and reached for my discarded sweater.
 
   William stretched lazily. “My sister.”
 
   I turned to him in confusion. “I thought your sister’s name was Toni?”
 
   “That’s my younger sister. Cessily is my older sister.” William smiled fondly. “She’s the crazy one, but in a good way.”
 
   “Good crazy?” I wondered if he also thought his mother was a good kind of crazy. “Any other siblings I should know about?”
 
   William ignored me and pulled some clean clothes out of his closet. I took a seat on the bed as I watched him strip down to his boxer briefs. I had to remind myself that this was a non-erotic strip down. “You’ll like Cess. She has no problem calling my parents out on their bullshit. She kind of reminds me of you, actually.”
 
   “Your crazy sister reminds you of me?” There had to be a compliment buried in that insult. “Thanks, William.”
 
   “Good crazy, remember?” He pulled on a faded pair of jeans and an old University of Chicago t-shirt. He flashed me his dazzling smile and a sly wink. “God knows you drive me crazy.”
 
   “Is that so?” I pretended to be offended. William took my hand and pulled me to my feet. 
 
   With his hands resting on my hips, he gently kissed my lips and whispered, “You drive me crazy in bed…” Another kiss. “And in the shower…” A longer kiss. “And on the kitchen floor…”
 
   “Your mother is waiting for us,” I said as his hands moved over my hips and began to caress my ass.
 
   William winced. “Yep. Cock definitely blocked.”
 
   “Only temporarily. I promise.” I jabbed him in the side. “Now man up. We can’t hide up here forever.”
 
   “Yeah. Let’s go.” William led the way to the stairs and I followed reluctantly. Like it or not, his family scared me. Especially his mother.
 
   “I think that’s him now.” Just the sound of Jean’s voice gave me chills.
 
   “Will is that you?” This voice was younger and higher pitched. I could only assume it belonged to Cessily. 
 
   “Hey, Cess.” William braced himself as a burst of red hair and bright clothes collided against him. He choked out a laugh as he hugged his sister. “Good to see you, sis.”
 
   “Damn right.” Cessily released him. “You look good, little brother.”
 
   “Damn right.” William gave her a quick once over. “New hair color?”
 
   “Mother hates red hair. I couldn’t resist.” She gave him a conspiratorial wink and then her eyes widened as she noticed me for the first time. “So what mother said is true. You brought home a whore?”
 
   “Jesus, Cess.” William’s face turned a bright shade of red. “You could at least pretend our family isn’t a bunch of assholes.”
 
   “Sorry.” Cessily turned to me. “I’m sorry if I offended you. That was supposed to be a joke, but my brother isn’t exactly known for his sense of humor.”
 
   “I’m not offended.” In reality, I was sure Jean had said much worse things about me. “At least she didn’t say ugly whore.”
 
   Cessily laughed, a deep laugh that came from her gut. It was a wonderful sound. “I think you might be a keeper,” she said and turned back to William. “It’s a shame though. I was really hoping you would turn out to be gay. It would have so pissed off our mother.”
 
   “He could always get his whore knocked up,” I suggested. “That would probably piss her off even more.”
 
   Cessily grinned a wicked smile. “I like it. And I like you. Come. Let’s go do some damage.” With that, Cessily grabbed my arm and pulled me into the devil’s lair.
 
   
 
   
  
 

 
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER TWO
 
   “So anyway, that was the third time I got arrested,” Cessily said as she filled up her wine glass for at least the sixth time. “That was also when mother started seeing her therapist.”
 
   I glanced across the room to where Jean was sitting, knitting a purple scarf and passing judgment on me with her beady eyes. She had already called me both a whore and a gold digger, so I was glad to have the space between us.
 
   William was seated next to me on the couch, his eye focused only on his phone. He had been answering work emails all afternoon, in between defending me from his mother’s barbs. On more than one occasion, he had tried to drag me away but Cessily wouldn’t allow it. She was determined to share her life story with me.
 
   “So what about you? What did you do to drive your parents insane when you were a teenager?” Cessily kicked her feet up onto the coffee table.
 
   William had the presence of mind to realize that his sister was treading on sensitive ground. He tossed an arm around my shoulders and frowned at her. “Cess, I thought you were making dinner tonight. Shouldn’t you get started on that?”
 
   “Pssh. There is plenty of time for that. I’m bonding with your girlfriend.”
 
   William glared at her. “Stop being so much like our mother,” he said.
 
   “It’s okay, William.” It was true that she was being nosy, but she was also the only member of his family that had acknowledged that I was anything more than the woman that was screwing William.
 
   “Yeah, calm down, bro. I only asked an innocent question about her childhood. She doesn’t have to answer.” Cessily nudged her brother’s foot and turned back to me. “Back to you, Livs.”
 
   “There’s not much to tell. I didn’t get into much trouble back then. I never got arrested, or even a detention.” In fact, sleeping with my boss was probably the most scandalous thing I had ever done.
 
   “Your parents were very lucky to have such a perfect child,” Jean snapped from across the room. “But I’m sure they told you all the time how wonderful you were.”
 
   “Not exactly.” I felt William’s hand tighten on my shoulder. “My parents died when I was fourteen. I moved in with my aunt.”
 
   The room was engulfed by a deafening silence. No one knew what to say. I could’ve easily changed the subject and relieved the tension but I wasn’t exactly in the mood to make Jean feel better.
 
   “I’m not really in the mood for any pity, or further insulting remarks. So I’ll just say this: Jean, I’m not here to steal away your precious little boy. I have no intention of using him, or taking his money. I care about him. I came all the way to Utah because of that. If you can’t accept that, fine. I don’t care. But you might as well get used to me because I’m not going anywhere.”
 
   I have no idea what caused my outburst. Jean had been berating me for hours and I had barely heard half of what she said. She was an angry, bitter woman, and I had been determined not to stoop to her level. But when Cessily had started asking me about my own parents, something had snapped. So I let Jean have it, and then I stormed out of the room.
 
   It was already getting dark outside, and from William’s room I could see the moon through the glass ceiling. I flopped back on the bed and listened to the loud thud of William’s feet on the stairs. I could hear him enter the room but he didn’t say anything.
 
   “To the moon and back,” I said, wondering if I drank more of Cessily’s wine than I had thought.
 
   “What?” William’s voice sounded far away.
 
   “When I was a kid, I used to look at the moon and think that it was so far away. But up here on the mountain, it looks a lot closer.” I stretched my arms above my head and sat up. William was leaning against the doorframe, watching me with open curiosity. “Never mind. I think I might be drunk.”
 
   “You only had one glass of wine. I don’t think you’re drunk.” William was still holding his glass of scotch. I noticed that he was drinking it over ice, something he never did.
 
   “Maybe not drunk. Just nostalgic.” I looked at his glass and raised an eyebrow. “Ice?”
 
   “It keeps the scotch watered-down which keeps me from getting drunk around my family and losing my cool.” William twirled his glass, the ice clinking loudly.
 
   “I find it hard to believe that you’re ever not cool.” Even in his jeans and t-shirt, William looked irresistible. “Why don’t you come over here and prove just how cool you are?”
 
   This time, William remembered to close and lock the door behind him. “I guess that’s only fair since you’re about to show me how hot you are.”
 
   “You are a total dork.” I wanted to laugh at him but even when he was being cheesy, William was still completely sexy.
 
   He very carefully sat his drink on the edge of the bed and then took my hands, pulling me to my feet. I hadn’t expected him to move me away from the bed but the smoldering look in his eyes said he knew exactly what he was doing. “I want to undress you,” he said.
 
   He placed a finger beneath my chin and tilted it up, exposing my neck. His lips were cold against my skin, still carrying traces of his ice-cold scotch. As his lips traveled to my clavicle, his hands moved underneath my sweater. I expected him to tear it from my body but William apparently meant what he said- he didn’t just want me naked, he wanted to take his time and undress me.
 
   His hands skimmed over my stomach and up to my bra. He cupped both breasts in his hands and squeezed them gently. After kissing my neck one more time, he grabbed the hem of my sweater and slowly began to lift it up. Now he bent in front of me, slowly kissing his way up my stomach while continuing to remove my sweater. As I lifted my arms to help his progress, the fabric covered my eyes and blocked William from view. This was part of his master plan apparently because he left it there, my arms helplessly pinned above my head.
 
   William slipped his hands into the cups of my bra and pulled my breasts free, the tight fabric keeping them full and perky. His hands worked a gentle caress that sent a tremor through my body. His hands finally went back to my sweater and he finished removing it. Once he freed it from my body, he took his time folding it and placing it on the dresser.
 
   I let out an exasperated sigh. My breasts were still exposed and my body still humming. William ignored me and picked up his scotch. He took a long sip and eyed me over of the rim of his glass. When he sat the glass on the dresser, it was empty. At last, he moved in on me again. He unclasped my bra and slipped it from my arms while his mouth moved over my right breast in a hurry, stopping only when it reached my nipple. His mouth was cold from the scotch and I could feel my nipple harden as he held it between his lips. Then, suddenly, I felt a shock of cold as he released the ice cube he had been holding in his mouth. 
 
   William held the ice between his lips and traced a path from one nipple to the other. I could feel it melting against my hot body, leaving a trail of moisture behind. While his mouth continued its icy assault, his hands slipped down my sides and along the waistband of my jeans. His deft fingers had them unbuttoned, unzipped and around my ankles within seconds. He moved slower removing my panties, sliding them down with his hands flush against my skin.
 
   As he stepped back to admire his work, a soft smile played on his lips and I felt a flush creep across my cheeks. This certainly wasn’t the first time I had been naked in front of him, but never had he spent this much time staring at my body, especially without making a move to touch me.
 
   “Are you done?” I asked, a little miffed.
 
   “Not even close.” His smile grew. “But it’s your turn now.”
 
   At last. I tried to be as patient as William, but it was a struggle. His deliberate removal of my clothes had been completely erotic. I didn’t just want to undress him, I wanted to attack him. But I took a deep breath and steadied my hands. Taking a different approach than William, I pulled his t-shirt off in one fluid movement. His bare chest was before me and I placed both hands on it, enjoying the feeling of his heart racing against my palms. Apparently, I wasn’t the only one all worked up.
 
   I struggled with the button on William’s jeans and he let out a low laugh as I cursed. “It’s not my fault,” I complained. “You’ve got a lot more going on down here than I do.”
 
   “Less talking, more undressing.” William kissed me long and sweet. I went back to work and had no trouble finishing the job. Only one piece of clothing was keeping us apart.
 
   “We should seriously consider wearing less clothes,” I said, letting the tips of my fingers dance over the exposed skin just above his boxer briefs. I slipped my fingers inside and began to inch the fabric down.
 
   “I’m in if you are,” William said, his breath catching in his throat as my lips moved to his newly uncovered skin.
 
   With his underwear gone, my libido skyrocketed. Naked William was something to behold. I was still crouched before him and as I looked up at him, I suddenly thought of the old lady at the airport. I’m sure she hadn’t been thinking of this exact moment when she had advised me to enjoy William, but somehow I also thought she would’ve been a little proud of us, taking the time to just enjoy our intimacy. I let out a laugh and William narrowed his eyes at me.
 
   “Never laugh at a naked man,” he said. “It really kills the mood.”
 
   “I’m sorry.” I kissed him again on the skin just above his pubic hair. As I circled a hand around him, he responded instantly. “I was just thinking about how much I’m going to enjoy this.”
 
   I rose slowly, kissing my way up his torso with my hands working a steady stroke on his penis. After one last kiss on his chin, I looked him in the eye and said, “I want to feel you.”
 
   “I’m pretty sure you’ve got that taken care of,” he said, letting out a groan as I squeezed him tighter.
 
   “I want to feel you inside me. Outside me. Everywhere. I want to feel you all over me.” I wasn’t even sure if I was making sense, but I was overwhelmed by the desire to feel William on every inch of my body.
 
   His hands moved from my shoulders, up my neck until he was holding my face between them. Blue eyes staring directly into mine, he said, “With pleasure.” Then he pressed his soft lips against mine and his arms wrapped around my waist. Without pulling away, he lifted me in his arms and I looped both legs around him, literally riding him to the bed.
 
   William leaned me back slowly and hovered over me, taking another long look at my body. Then he lowered himself on me, his body pressing against mine from lips to toes. His propped himself up with one arm to keep the full weight of his body from overwhelming me but his other hand managed to do that all by itself as he slipped it between my legs. His fingers probed me, fluttering against my clitoris in a way that made me shiver.
 
   “I’m ready, William,” I moaned, in case it wasn’t obvious from the wetness his fingers found. Just to make it crystal clear, I reached down and took his hand in one of mine, then used the other to position him at my opening.
 
   William didn’t move right away. He kissed me again on the lips and said very softly, “I’m ready, too, Olivia.”
 
   In that second, neither of us were talking about what was happening with our bodies in that bed. We were both ready, for something great. Something bigger than us and bigger than mind-blowing sex. That’s not to say we weren’t going to finish what we started though. William grabbed for the condom and pulled it into place.
 
   Protection in place, he slipped into me with breath-taking slowness. Every fiber of my being responded to his movement inside me. I still held one of William’s hands in mine and our fingers entwined and tightened as he pulled away, until his tip was at my entrance again.
 
   I gasped at the feeling of him leaving me, but then he was back inside again and this time he wasn’t going away anytime soon. He thrust so deep it felt like he was reaching unexplored parts of me. At first his thrusts were steady and predictable, a hard push in and a slow retreat out. I met each one of them eagerly. Each one was a tease, a tantalizing torture that his body was inflicting on me. But then he began to move quicker and quicker until I had no choice but to just hold on and enjoy the ride. 
 
   I dug the fingers of my free hand into his back as I felt my body start to ripple, coming apart at the seams. The warmth that had been spreading became a burning urgency as I convulsed against him and around him, crying out his name. The aftershocks of my orgasm urged him to finish and he let out an animalistic growl as he released inside me.
 
   I was spent in every sense of the word and William allowed himself to slowly collapse on top of me. The hand that had been digging into his back seconds earlier was now lifeless against his skin. As I began to regain some feeling in my body, I stroked his back with the tips of my fingers and felt him sigh against me.
 
   “That feels nice,” he mumbled against my neck.
 
   “I can’t feel anything right now,” I said with a shaky laugh.
 
   William shifted as he pulled out of me, now satiated and relaxed. “I can feel you. I can always feel you, even when you aren’t around. You’re under my skin, Olivia.”
 
   I knew exactly what he meant. Since meeting William and spending one night with him that wasn’t supposed to be anything more than that, I hadn’t been able to stay away from him. William had enthralled me- I was his. And that scared the crap out of me.
 
   
 
   

 
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER THREE
 
   A couple hours later, we still hadn’t left the bed. Dinner would be ready soon, but the only thing I was hungry for was William and I’d already had him. More than once.
 
   “We have to go downstairs eventually,” I said, pressing against him. William was still naked beneath the thin blanket I had pulled around us but once we had come down from our coital high, I had hastily pulled on my underwear and his old t-shirt. Despite a perfectly functioning furnace, the third floor of his mountain home was drafty and even his body warmth couldn’t quite chase away the chill. “Your mother doesn’t strike me as a very patient woman.”
 
   “Ten more minutes,” William said lazily. He continued to comb his fingers through my hair in a steady rhythm. It was an action that calmed both of us so I didn’t push any further. It wasn’t like I was excited to see his family again.
 
   “Have they always been like this? So… hateful? Or is it just me?” I couldn’t look at William because I didn’t want him to see how much his mother’s words had bothered me.
 
   “No, they haven’t always been like this. But it’s not you.” William’s hand left my hair and he tucked it under his head as he stared through the glass ceiling at the night sky. I rolled over so that I could see the stars above us. “You asked me earlier if there were any other siblings I should warn you about. You were joking around, but you were right on the money.”
 
   “You have another sibling?” I flipped over again, propped up on my elbows.
 
   “Had another sibling.” William kept his eyes away from me but I could see a buried pain within them. “I had another brother, Christopher. He was my twin.”
 
   My mouth dropped open. “You had a twin brother?”
 
   “Obviously it’s not something I like to talk about. In fact, I don’t think I’ve ever told anyone. Until you.” He looked at me pointedly. “Like I said, you’re under my skin.”
 
   William and I weren’t exactly known for our personal confessions so I wasn’t about to let him move on without getting the full story. “What happened to Christopher?”
 
   “He was killed.” William’s blue eyes grew clouded. “Murdered, actually.”
 
   My jaw dropped again. “Holy shit.” I knew that William hadn’t always been as rich as he was now. But I’d been to his parents’ home, and while it wasn’t a mansion, it was definitely upper-middle class and located in a nice neighborhood. People that lived in nice neighborhoods didn’t usually get murdered.
 
   “He and I used to cause a lot of trouble. Chris had tons of energy and he was so adventurous. I had a hard time keeping up with him.” William’s smile was wistful and sad. “There was this park a few miles from the house where we lived as kids. Chris and I used to ride our bikes there after school. The day he died, it was unseasonably warm and we couldn’t resist the chance to play outside. We had been there for a couple of hours before we got separated. It was getting dark and I went to look for him. I found his bike in the parking lot but he was gone.
 
   I could tell that William wasn’t with me anymore; he was in the past, with Chris. “We were only ten. Still young enough to not understand the depths of the evil in the world, but old enough not to trust everyone. But for some reason, he left the park, and he hadn’t gone alone.”
 
   I had so many questions I wanted to ask, so many things I wanted to say, but words escaped me. William’s story was terrifying and unbelievable, yet it had happened. We were lying only an inch apart but I felt the need to connect with him, to let him know I was there and I wasn’t going anywhere. My hand landed on his chest, just over his heart, and he sucked in a breath.
 
   “They didn’t find him right away. We looked for him for nine months. Do you know how long that is when someone you love is missing?” William’s hand covered mine. “They never caught the man that killed him.”
 
   “I’m so sorry, William.” I don’t know how anyone recovers from a tragedy like that in their childhood. Losing my parents had been hard enough, but William had lost a sibling in a horrifying way.
 
   “The worst part was the guilt. It could just as easily have been me.” William’s voice was thick with emotion as he blinked at me. He was trying hard to keep tears from his eyes. “It should’ve been me, Olivia.”
 
   “Don’t say that.” I grabbed his hand and gave it a tight squeeze. “It shouldn’t have happened at all.”
 
   William closed his eyes and took in a deep breath, letting it out slowly. When he opened them again, their pure blueness had returned and he was back in the present. “Stop looking at me like that,” he said with an embarrassed smile.
 
   “I can’t help it.” I shook my head in disbelief. “We just had a moment.”
 
   “We did. And you’re still here.” William kissed my forehead.
 
   “What can I say, I like guys that are emotionally unbalanced. With a hint of being totally fucked up.” 
 
   William poked me in the side and I squealed. “And I like my women damaged. With just a touch of crazy.”
 
   “Guess that makes us a perfect fit then.” I got on my knees and stretched. Dinner must have already started by now.
 
   “I think we’ve proven that on more than one occasion.” He grabbed for the hem of his shirt that I was wearing but I squirmed away. I recognized his playful smile and if I gave into him now, I would miss dinner completely. And I was starting to get hungry. “That shirt looks a million times better on you.”
 
   “I disagree.”
 
   “You may be right. It would probably look even better crumpled up on the floor right now.” William reached for me again and this time I slapped his hand. “Ow.”
 
   “We have to go downstairs. Your mother will stab me with a steak knife if we don’t make an appearance.”
 
   William groaned. “Five more minutes. I promise. Just give me five more minutes and then we can face the firing squad.”
 
   He opened his arms and tilted his head, making it impossible for me to resist him. “Fine. You win.” I curled up in his arms and closed my eyes. This was where I belonged.
 
   Downstairs was were only masochists belonged. We were ten minutes late to dinner which meant everyone was almost done eating by the time we arrived. Jean took one look at me and almost threw up everything she had just eaten. I was still wearing William’s t-shirt, at his insistence, albeit this time with pants on. But nothing else. We had decided to make good on our promise to wear less clothes.
 
   “Nice of you to join us,” Jean said, her face about ready to crack from how hard she frowned at me. William’s father, Bill, gave his wife a pointed look that she chose to ignore. “Did you lose your watch, William?”
 
   William pulled out a chair for me and gave my shoulders a squeeze as I slouched into it. It was a weird sensation to be sitting at the dinner table with William’s family wearing his shirt and feeling my jeans rub unobstructed against my most sensitive area.
 
   Jean was still staring daggers at me, but now she turned her anger to William. “Of all days, how could you behave this way today?”
 
   “Mother, don’t start.” William reached for his water glass and I could see that his hand was shaking.
 
   “Bob took the kids out of school to be here. Cessily left work to be here.” Jean shrugged away Bill’s attempt to place a calming hand on her shoulder. “I will not calm down. Not today. I don’t think it was too much to ask for you to spend the day with your family instead of screwing a stranger in your bedroom all afternoon.”
 
   “Mother. You’re out of line.” William stood up, knocking over his water in the process. No one made an attempt to clean up the mess. “Olivia isn’t a stranger. She’s the most important person in my life right now and I needed to be with her today. You think this day is only hard for you, but you’re wrong. You aren’t the only one that misses him and feels guilty about what happened.”
 
   As William stormed away from the table, his siblings all exchanged a look. I felt completely out of place among them. Jean left the table only seconds later and Bill begrudgingly went after her.
 
   “I’m sorry, what’s so special about today?” I asked Cessily quietly, hoping the others wouldn’t overhear.
 
   “I assume William told you about our brother, Chris?” Cessily had unshed tears in her eyes. “Today is the 25 year anniversary of the day he disappeared. We decided to meet on this mountain because our family used to vacation here every year. It was one of Chris’ favorite places.”
 
   “Well, shit.” That explained a lot. It explained why William had been so nostalgic and willing to share with me. It explained why his whole family was gathered on a random weekend in January. And it explained why Jean was so angry about my presence. “I so don’t belong here.”
 
   “Oh, Olivia. No. Don’t let Jean get to you.” Cessily squeezed my hand. “William needs you here. You’re the only person in 25 years that he has let into his life. Please don’t go.”
 
   I was conflicted. This was clearly an important weekend for the family, and they didn’t need a stranger poking around, making things awkward. But Cessily seemed so sincere, and William was on the edge. I couldn’t exactly leave him now.
 
   “I’m going to see if he’ll talk to me. Excuse me.” I stopped by the kitchen and grabbed two glasses and bottle of scotch. If ever an occasion called for no ice, this was it.
 
   I checked the first floor and came up empty. William’s bedroom was also deserted, but the door leading out to the deck was cracked open. I found him leaning over the railing, staring down the side of the mountain.
 
   “Don’t jump.” I noticed that his shoulders sagged at the sound of my voice.
 
   “Because you would miss me too much?” His voice sounded impossibly sad.
 
   I set the glasses on the railing and opened the bottle of scotch. “Yes, but also because then I would have to drink alone. And that’s just pathetic.”
 
   I poured two fingers worth into each glass and handed one to William. He laughed as he took the glass and my heart jumped at the sound of his laughter. Seeing him so tortured was misery for me.
 
   “Sorry about the freak out downstairs.” He took a long, slow drink.
 
   “Please. That was nothing.” I leaned against him until he put his arm around me. His body was warm and I was freezing in his t-shirt. I burrowed against him and held him tight. “You forgot to mention the whole anniversary thing to me. That was an unpleasant surprise.”
 
   “Yeah… sorry about that. I don’t know why I didn’t tell you that part.” William pressed his lips to my head, just at the hairline. They grazed lightly over the faded scar that ran all the way to my ear- a gift from Paul.
 
   “It’s okay. We all have scars we try to hide,” I said.
 
   “Indeed.” He trailed kisses along the scar until his lips reached my ear. “I have something else I want to tell you, Livy.”
 
   “I’m listening.” I really hoped he didn’t have another dead sibling. I didn’t think I could handle another revelation that deep.
 
   William went even deeper. “I’m in love with you.”
 
   I literally stopped breathing. The silence was deafening. At least in Chicago when you can’t think of what to say, the city provides a nice soundtrack of traffic and people. At the top of a mountain, the only thing you hear is your inner voice, screaming at you to say something.
 
   “Anyway,” William said, coughing uncomfortably. “I just thought you should know that.”
 
   “I’m glad you told me.” I wanted to smack myself in the forehead.
 
   “We should go back inside.” William’s arm slipped away and I was overwhelmed by the cold. “I’ll start a fire.”
 
   “William, wait!” I stopped him at the door. Suddenly, I heard my friend Lana’s voice, telling me not to have any regrets. The old lady from the airport was back, too, yelling at me not to fuck up this moment. “Me, too.”
 
   His head cocked uncertainly and I reached for him, wrapping my arms around his neck and lifting up on my tiptoes so that my face was level with his. “I’m in love with you, too.”
 
   William exhaled as if he had been holding his breath for days. “Thank Christ,” he said with a relieved smile. “This night was about to get really awkward.”
 
   I laughed and kissed him hard. “Let’s get that fire started.”
 
   We started plenty of fires the next couple of days, both in the fireplace and in the bed. William seemed determined to spend the minimum amount of time with his family. He even convinced me to attempt to ski, but after falling for the fifth time, I called it quits. Just a few minutes after I returned to the house, William showed up. He claimed that the runs were too icy, but eventually confessed that he missed me. We both knew that when we got back to Chicago, we had to resume our real lives. William would go back to being my boss and our relationship would be a secret again.
 
   On our final night in Utah, I forced William to stay downstairs with the rest of the family. His family might hate me, but they loved him. And I suspected that deep down, William loved them, too.
 
   I backed into the far corner of the room, nursing my glass of wine and watching the Connors behave in a semi-functional manner. Bill and Bob were watching a football game on television. Tina was buried in her phone like always. William was crouched on the floor, playing a made-up game with his niece and nephew. The game involved both monster trucks and Barbies, and as I watched William tickle his niece, I felt a little weak in the knees. If I hadn’t already admitted it to myself, that would’ve been the moment that I realized I was madly in love with William Connor.
 
   “It’s not fair, is it?” Cessily snuck up on me, waving a full bottle of wine. I held out my glass for a refill.
 
   “What’s not fair?”
 
   “Him.” She nodded at William. “He’s smart. Funny. Runs a ridiculously successful company. And even though he’s my little brother, I have to admit he’s handsome. On top of all that, he’s probably the best guy I know.”
 
   I took down half of my wine glass. “Tell me about it.”
 
   Cessily smiled. “You’re in love.”
 
   I glared at her, but her smile was contagious. “I didn’t stand a chance against the charming William Connor.”
 
   Cessily looked at William, then at her mother. Jean had been sitting quietly in a chair near the window, watching her grandchildren. At least, that’s what I had thought. But now that I looked closer, I saw that she was actually watching William.
 
   “I know Jean has been terrible to you, and there’s no excuse for that. But she’s more damaged than anyone knows.” Cessily took a swig out of the wine bottle. “What happened with Chris, it nearly destroyed our family. We were all a mess, but our mother lost her son. Her little boy.”
 
   She looked at me earnestly. “To make it so much worse, she still had Will. This exact duplicate of the boy she lost. A painful reminder every day of what had been taken from her. For the first couple of years, she would sometimes call him Christopher. It would just slip out of her mouth. It traumatized Will, but it nearly killed Jean.”
 
   “That’s horrible. I hadn’t thought about it that way.” Poor William. For the last 25 years he had been living with the shadow of his dead brother hanging over him. I even began to feel sorry for Jean.
 
   “I catch her watching him,” Cessily said. “Even now, it’s like she can still see Chris sitting there next to Will.”
 
   William sensed that he had an audience and he glanced up, a perfect smile on his face. I smiled back, wishing we were alone so that I could take him in my arms and work to erase those years of pain. I suddenly felt that I was being watched as well, and when I looked at Jean, she wasn’t glaring at me. She caught my eye and very slightly nodded her head. For Jean, it was the equivalent of a giant bear hug.
 
   I crouched next to William and he ran a tender hand over my cheek. “What’s with the grin?” he said.
 
   “I think your mother is warming up to me.” He raised an eyebrow at that. “Plus, you look adorable holding that Barbie.”
 
   William actually blushed. “I’m getting in touch with my feminine side.”
 
   “Uncle Will. Stop talking and put this dress on Barbie.” William’s niece, Callie, thrust a pink dress into her uncle’s handle. William frowned and stared blankly. 
 
   “What’s wrong? Were you hoping for something strapless instead?” I couldn’t help but tease him.
 
   William lowered his voice and leaned close. “I’m really only good at the undressing part,” he said with a wink. “This isn’t exactly playing to my strengths.”
 
   “Men.” I shook my head at his niece and took both Barbie and the dress. “They are so helpless sometimes.”
 
   Callie giggled and rolled her eyes at him. “You’re helpless, Uncle Will,” she agreed.
 
   After the kids had gone to bed and the adults were done playing nice, William cornered me in the kitchen and made me pay for my teasing. “You turned Callie against me,” he said with exaggerated seriousness. “That really hurt.”
 
   “I had no idea you were so sensitive.” I feigned remorse. “I promise to never tease you for playing with Barbies again.”
 
   “I think you are missing the point here,” he said.
 
   “Just be glad our relationship is a secret at work. Otherwise I would totally have taken a picture and sent it to everyone at Gravity.” I smiled sweetly.
 
   “Oh, is that how we’re going to play this?” William’s smile was pure evil. “I’m pretty sure I could have taken some incriminating photos of you as well.”
 
   “Point taken.” I held out my hand. “Truce?”
 
   William looked at my hand and shook his head. “No handshake. We’ll seal this deal in a much more enjoyable way.”
 
   With that, he grabbed me and tossed me over his shoulder. After climbing two flights of stairs with me dangling over him, smacking his ass, William was slightly out of breath. Once my feet were back on the ground, I felt brave enough to resume my teasing.
 
   “Maybe you should sit down for a bit. Take a break,” I suggested, only half-joking.
 
   “You think I can’t handle this?” William asked defensively.
 
   “I don’t know.” I shrugged. “If you think you’re up for it, prove it to me.”
 
   William’s eyes sparkled and he smirked. “Challenge accepted, Olivia Harris.”
 
   
 
   

 
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER FOUR
 
   William’s family left the following morning and we had a few blissful hours until we had to leave for the airport to catch our flight. It was a Monday, and I should’ve been at work, but William assured me that Gravity could survive without me for one more day.
 
   I indulged in a long shower after William disappeared into his home office. He had an important conference call that was going to take most of the morning so I tried to occupy myself as non-erotically as possible. After my shower, I pulled on a thin robe and scanned the room for something to keep me distracted. 
 
   I dried my hair. I put on some makeup. I packed and repacked my suitcase. I even tried to read a book. But nothing worked. Knowing that William was so close made it impossible for me to focus on anything else.
 
   I tiptoed down the hall and pressed my ear to his office door, just to see if maybe his call had ended. When I touched the door, it pushed open and I spotted William pacing in front of a large wooden desk. Another man’s voice bellowed from the speakerphone.
 
   “This is your problem now, Connor. I wrote you a check to make this your problem instead of mine.”
 
   William leaned on the desk. I could tell that his shoulders were tensed. “I can assure you that I take Gravity’s responsibility over this issue very seriously, but this has not stopped being your problem.”
 
   “Connor, don’t fuck with me. My company is in the shitter, my kids hate me and my wife is a bitch that hasn’t touched my dick in three years. If you can’t make this problem go away, then you need to tell me now so I can find someone that can fix this.”
 
   Whoever was yelling at William continued to spew a tirade of curse words and insults. William backed away from the desk, turning as if he knew I was there. He smiled and put a finger over his lips, gesturing for me to come in.
 
   I opened the door as quietly as possible and William pushed the mute button on the phone. “Dennis Jeffries is being investigated by the government for embezzling funds from his clients,” he explained.
 
   Dennis Jeffries was the owner of one of the largest investment first in Chicago. “Did he do it?” I asked, not that it mattered. We actually preferred it when our clients were guilty. The innocent ones didn’t need a lot of crisis management.
 
   “Of course he did.” William unmuted the phone. “Dennis, I’ll be back in town later tonight. I think you should come by the office in the morning so we can discuss this in person.”
 
   “Are you trying to get rid of me, son? I’m a powerful man and if I want to talk all day, you better listen.” William hit mute again.
 
   “Only the guilty ones make a power play like this,” he explained, his jaw tight and his eyes stormy.
 
   I noticed for the first time that he was dressed in his normal attire- gray suit pants and a pinstripe dress shirt. This was the William Connor that people didn’t dare mess with. Dennis Jeffries was about to learn that lesson.
 
   I was still wearing the robe and William reached over and pulled the belt loose. I let it fall open and slipped it off my shoulders until it lay in a pile at my feet. Very slowly, I took a seat on his desk, spreading my legs. William’s breathing picked up and he stepped between my legs. His hand slid up my leg and across my thigh at rapid speed until his finger was inside me and his thumb was pressing on my clitoris.
 
   I moved against his hand and let out a moan, glad that the phone was still on mute. Dennis hadn’t stopped talking. William added a second finger to his exploration, and unmuted the phone.
 
   “Dennis, I understand the urgency of the matter, I assure you. But we can talk about this in the morning when I’m back in town.”
 
   William thrust his fingers in and out rapidly, rubbing on exactly the right spot. I bit my lip to keep from crying out as Dennis yammered on. I was dying to let go but I had to hold back. I decided that William needed to be suffering as much as me so I reached over and undid his belt as quietly as possible. After I undid the button on his pants, I lowered the zipper quickly and thrust my hand inside.
 
   I heard him gasp as I closed my hand over his hardness. He returned the favor by sticking his tongue in my mouth, moving it in and out to match what his hands were doing below. I used my free hand to explore his pockets, feeling a thrill of triumph when I felt the familiar foil packet at my fingertips. All the while, Dennis continued his rant.
 
   At last, William had enough. “Dennis. Come into the office tomorrow. Don’t call me back today or Gravity will deny you representation.”
 
   He hit the button that would end the call and let out a frustrated grunt. I couldn’t tell if it was because of the call or because of me.
 
   “I’d say that call went well.” I yanked his pants and underwear down, freeing his erection.
 
   William removed his fingers and pulled me to the very edge of the desk. I leaned back as he put the condom in place. When he was done, he leaned over me and I could feel his erection pressing against me. With his hands on either side of me, he said, “That was probably my best call ever.”
 
   “Enough of the phone sex.” I spread my legs even wider and moved against him, giving him no choice but to take me right then.
 
   The desk was the perfect height for sex, we discovered. As William grabbed my hips and slammed into me, my spine pounded against the desk. It was painful, but only just, and I found that it only added to the pleasure of William’s thrusting. Each plunge into me was harder than the last, and it was the fastest he had ever brought me to orgasm. As my body clenched violently and then released, William continued to drive into me. After just a few more grinds against the desk, he let loose with one final grunt.
 
   Satisfied, he kissed me hard on the lips. “We need to make office sex a more regular occurrence.”
 
   “I concur.” It had been a little rough, yes, but it had also been amazingly good. Yes, the long-lasting, tender sex was wonderful, but sometime a girl just needs a quickie.
 
   William helped me to my feet and I pulled the robe around me, trying my best to hide the painful twinge I felt in my back. “According to the news, there is a big storm headed this way. I called and got us on an earlier flight out. We need to head to the airport in about an hour.”
 
   “I guess I should get dressed then.” I gestured to the robe. “Unless you think this is considered appropriate flying apparel.”
 
   “It would certainly make the TSA pat downs more interesting.” William followed me to the bedroom.
 
   He got busy packing his suitcase while I got dressed slowly. My back was really sore. I had my underwear and bra in place when William heard me wince while trying to pull on some jeans.
 
   “What’s wrong?” he asked, spotting the red marks on my back. “Shit, Olivia. Why didn’t you say something?”
 
   “It’s no big deal.” I tried to shrug it off but that only made me wince again. “Honestly, I barely even felt it at the time.”
 
   William came over to get a close look. His hands moved over the length of my back, working a powerful healing magic in the process. “You’re already starting to bruise,” he said, very quietly.
 
   “I bruise easily. Honestly, I’m fine. I promise.” To prove the point, I pulled on a light blue button down and quickly worked the buttons.
 
   “Livy,” William said, taking my hands. “You have to tell me if I’m hurting you. I don’t ever want to be that guy.”
 
   “I know you don’t. And you’re not.” I lifted our entwined hands and kissed each knuckle. “I enjoyed every minute of our desk activity. I swear.”
 
   William didn’t look convinced but he let me finish dressing. It wasn’t until we were on the way to the airport that he brought it up again.
 
   “How are you feeling?” he took his eyes off the winding road for just a second.
 
   “Tired.” I feigned a yawn. “This wild sex maniac I was staying with wouldn’t let me get a full night of sleep all weekend.”
 
   “I’m serious, Liv. How’s your back?” William was holding my hand and he caressed his thumb over my knuckles.
 
   I couldn’t believe the effect such a slight touch on my hand could have on the rest of my body. “William, please let it go. I don’t want to fight with you about this.”
 
   “We’re not fighting. I just want to make sure you are being honest with me.” William pressed down on the accelerator as he pulled onto the highway. “I clearly hurt you, so you might as well stop denying it.”
 
   I took my hand back. “William, what you saw was nothing. I’ve been hurt much worse than that.”
 
   As soon as the words were out of my mouth I wanted to take them back. It was the absolute wrong thing to say. I had just brought up the one thing that was very likely to set William off. “That son of a bitch,” he said, knowing that I had been talking about Paul. I could hear him grinding his teeth and he was gripping the steering wheel so hard that his knuckles were white.
 
   “That’s not what I meant.” Except that it was. “I was just trying to point out that what happened back there was a consensual act. I could have told you to stop if I really wanted to, and I know you would have. But I didn’t want you to stop.”
 
   William refused to look at me. He was still thinking about the many different ways he would exact his revenge on Paul if they ever met.
 
   I unbuckled my seat belt and scooted closer to him. I had to straddle the gear shift, but I didn’t mind. I placed one hand on William’s thigh and kissed him on the cheek. “I know you would never intentionally hurt me, William. And I love you for that.”
 
   I rested my head on his shoulder and waited for him to respond. After just a brief hesitation, he let out a breath and wrapped an arm around me, kissing the top of my head. “I love you for so many reasons, Livy.”
 
   We made it to the airport in good time and by the time we boarded the plane, our tense conversation was long forgotten. I also discovered why William always flew business class.
 
   “I’m not a snob,” he insisted as I teased him about our upgrade. He waited for me to take the window seat. “I just don’t like flying.”
 
   “But you fly all the time.” I shook my head in awe. His newly exposed vulnerability only made him even more attractive.
 
   “That doesn’t mean I like it.” He glanced around nervously. “There are less people in business class and therefore less people to see me have a panic attack.”
 
   “You’re joking, right?” But one look at his face said that he was dead serious. “I can’t believe you’re a nervous flier. This is so fascinating.”
 
   “Well, I’m glad I could entertain you.” William’s face grew very somber and he actually looked slightly sick.
 
   As much as I wanted to continue to tease him, his obvious discomfort tugged at my heart. I took his hand and kissed his cheek. “I guess I have to add this to the list.”
 
   “What list?” 
 
   “The list of surprising and adorable facts about William Connor. I think it goes above your phobia of the color orange and below your inability to dress a Barbie doll.” This time I kissed his lips and then rested my head on his shoulder.
 
   “I don’t have a phobia of the color orange. I just don’t like it.” William leaned his head against mine and sighed contentedly. “I think I wouldn’t mind flying if it could always be like this.”
 
   He changed his mind pretty quickly once the plane started its takeoff. I felt his breath catch in this throat as the wheels left the tarmac. It wasn’t until we were in the clouds that he began to breathe more regularly. He finally settled in a little once we reached our cruising altitude and started working furiously on his laptop. I was completely exhausted and dozed next to him for most of the flight. Occasionally, I would open my eyes and catch him gazing at me. He would smile and rub my leg and I would drift back to sleep.
 
   “We made it,” I said, stretching sleepily as the plane touched down. “Did you have a good flight?”
 
   “Funny.” William smoothed down my sleep-hair. “I would ask you the same thing, but based on how loud you were snoring I’d say it was a successful flight for you.”
 
   “I don’t snore.” I stuck my tongue out at him.
 
   “Mr. Connor,” the flight attendant interrupted us. “I hope you had a nice flight.”
 
   “It was fine, Courtney.” William took the coats that she handed him. “Thanks.”
 
   She smiled at him and then shot me an annoyed look before walking away. I disliked her immediately, with her perfect hair and fake smile. “Courtney? First-name basis with the stewardess?”
 
   “Just because she’s a stewardess, I shouldn’t know her name?” William shook his head. He stood and waited for me to step into the aisle. “That’s pretty snobby of you, Olivia.”
 
   I laughed. “Please. You aren’t that oblivious.”
 
   He started at me blankly.
 
   “She totally wanted to fuck you. Probably against the wall in the tiny airplane bathroom.” I headed down the aisle, stopping when the man in front of me bent to tie his shoe. For the record, I did realize that I was being a little crazy. But William said he liked a little crazy.
 
   William scoffed. “Don’t be crude, Olivia. Jealousy isn’t an attractive trait.”
 
   “So you’re saying I’m not attractive?” I had to fight to keep back a smile. The traffic jam had been cleared and I continued to move away from William. He caught up with me at the gate.
 
   “What just happened?” William pulled me to the side and ran a frazzled hand through his hair. “Are you seriously mad at me right now?”
 
   I couldn’t keep the smile away any more. “Not even a little bit. But I love messing with you.”
 
   “Christ, Olivia. That wasn’t funny.” William’s eyes flashed and I no longer found what I had done to be at all funny.
 
   “I’m sorry, William. I was just screwing around. You were so tense after the flight.” I stepped closer to him and looked up at him innocently. “I should be punished for this.”
 
   “Oh, no, you don’t.” William tried to step away but I already had my arms around him. “This isn’t going to work.”
 
   “It isn’t?” I pressed my body against his and slipped one hand between us until I was grabbing his crotch. “It sure feels like it is working.”
 
   “Fuck. Fine, but not here.” William smiled reluctantly. “Let’s go home.”
 
   “Yes,” I agreed, loving the sound of that word from his lips. “Home.”
 
   
 
   

 
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER FIVE
 
   When William dropped me off at my place the next morning, everything between us was perfect. He carried my bag to my door and we kissed goodbye for ten minutes. Even though we would see each other at work in less than an hour, neither of us wanted to let go. But we did. I didn’t know it then, but that was the end of perfect for us.
 
   The situation with Dennis Jeffries hadn’t gone away. I spent hours digging through his financial records, searching for some way to explain his blatant embezzlement. By the end of the day, I was exactly where I had started and it was clear that Mr. Jeffries was headed to jail.
 
   “Bad news,” I told William at the end of the day. He had called me into his office to discuss the next steps. “He’s screwed.”
 
   “I figured as much.” William was kicked back in his chair with his feet on his desk, tossing a stress ball into the air. “What options do we have?”
 
   “Legally or from a P.R. standpoint?”
 
   “Both.”
 
   “Legally, Jeffries is going to jail. As a lawyer, I suggest he accept the plea bargain. He should liquidate his assets and pay back whatever he can. But Jeffries doesn’t strike me as the kind of man who admits he was wrong. Short of an apology, the best thing he can do is keep his mouth shut. We can circulate pictures of his family, and it would probably be good if the news cameras could see him with his wife. Maybe even the grandkids.”
 
   “His family hates him.” William’s feet landed on the ground with a thud and tossed the stress ball onto his desk. He started pacing the length of the room. I could tell that he was deep in thought and he stopped in front of me abruptly. “We need the apology. He needs to take the offer on the table.”
 
   “I agree.” I glanced at his desk. “Speaking of ‘on the table’…”
 
   William glared at me. “Not now, Olivia.”
 
   My face grew hot at his rebuke. He had never spoken to me like that and I wasn’t sure how to respond. Normally, I would have given attitude right back to him but at that moment, I wasn’t sure if he was William my boyfriend or Connor my boss.
 
   “I’m going to meet with Dennis again tomorrow. You should probably be in that meeting.”
 
   “Fine.” I waited for him to say something else about the meeting, or perhaps apologize for snapping at me but he kept his lips pressed into a thin, harsh line. “If that’s all, I’ll be going.”
 
   William nodded. “Tomorrow is likely to be intense. You should go home.”
 
   “Which home?” I wasn’t trying to challenge him, but I honestly didn’t know if he was talking about his place or mine.
 
   “Your home,” he said. “I’m going to be working late tonight.”
 
   “Fine. Good night, William.” I was hoping he would at least give me a kiss, but I had too much pride to wait around for him to make a move.
 
   He stopped me with my hand on the door. “Olivia.”
 
   I knew after one look at his face that what had happened between us in Utah was over. He couldn’t look me in the eye.
 
   “What, William?” It was hard for me to speak around the knot that was forming in my throat.
 
   “Good night.” He turned away from me and I kept my head high as I left the office.
 
   I was in bed by nine o’clock that night- alone. Yet I managed to not get a single minute of sleep. I couldn’t stop thinking about William and how much he had changed in just one day. The playful, considerate, damaged William from Utah had been replaced by a cold, abrasive imposter. Or maybe Utah-William was the imposter. Either way, whatever fantasy I may have had about a happily-ever-after with him had been erased.
 
   Our morning meeting with Dennis Jeffries was brutal. He screamed at us for two hours when we suggested he take the plea deal. William tried to reason with him, but that only made it worse.
 
   “I don’t understand why I’m paying you money to give me this ridiculous advice. It’s clear to me that you haven’t spent any time at all figuring out a solution to this problem.”
 
   “Listen, Dennis.” I had no patience left to put up with his bitching. William had cut off my previous attempts to interject, but I wasn’t going to let that happen again. Jeffries needed to hear the truth. “You are a wretched human being. You took money from your clients. Money that people were depending on for college funds, dream houses and retirements. You deserve to go to prison.”
 
   “Olivia,” William barked my name, cautioning me that I had crossed the line. I didn’t care.
 
   “In fact, that’s exactly where you are headed. You are guilty, and nothing we do is going to change that.” I shoved a stack of papers at him. “Here’s the proof. The best thing you can do right now is take the deal. Plead guilty and make a public apology. If you’re lucky, you’ll spend the next ten years in prison and get out in time to see your grandkids graduate from high school. But if you continue to be a stubborn ass, you’re going to spend the next 25 years in prison, and you’ll miss everything.”
 
   Jeffries eyes burned in anger but I could not have cared less. I pushed back my chair and stood up. “Either way, we’ll cash your check and move on. You’re the only one that has something to lose, and right now, you have the ability to minimize the damage.”
 
   I waited for Jeffries to scream at me, or for William to order me out of the room. Neither of those things happened.
 
   “Connor, I don’t know where you found this woman but I’ve never been spoken to in such a direct, rude manner.” Jeffries continued to stare at me, but I no longer got the impression that he was picturing me dead.
 
   “She’s not wrong,” William said quietly.
 
   “I know.” Jeffries turned to him. “I’ll take the deal.”
 
   I considered the meeting to be a success. We had convinced Jeffries to do the right thing, and his victims would get some closure. William was less impressed when he ordered me into his office.
 
   “Don’t ever do that again.” He slammed the office door shut behind us.
 
   “I did what you were too scared to do.” I crossed my arms over my chest and stared him straight in the eye.
 
   William returned my stare and eventually sighed. “Maybe so, but I’m the boss.”
 
   “I know. Trust me, I know.” I tried to step past him to leave but he grabbed my arm. He didn’t say anything, but I could tell he was trying to figure out the best way to deliver bad news. “What’s wrong, William? You are clearly mad at me for some reason, and I doubt it has anything to do with Dennis Jeffries.”
 
   “I’m not mad at you,” he said, but he couldn’t meet my eyes.
 
   “You’re ending this, aren’t you?” I couldn’t keep the hurt out of my voice.
 
   William finally looked at me, and I could see that he was hurting, too. “It’s for the best, Livy.”
 
   I jerked my arm away and laughed despite the tears that filled my eyes. “You’re a coward. Just admit that you have been playing me this whole time. Admit you are like all the others, that you’re exactly the guy I thought you were that first night we spent together. Because I know you’re not really the man you pretended to be in Utah. That man was just a big lie.”
 
   “Livy, please, try to understand.” William reached for me again but I backed away. “I don’t want to hurt you. I’m trying to save you from what’s going to happen.”
 
   “I don’t need you to save me, William,” I said. “In fact, I think it’s about time I saved myself.”
 
   I tossed my hair as I marched out of his office, making it all the way to the bathroom before the tears started to fall. I hated myself for crying over William. I felt broken, and I hated that feeling, so I reached for my phone.
 
   Thomas answered on the first ring. “Livs. I was just about to call you. Today has been total shit. Want to meet up for a drink? Or twelve?”
 
   “Absolutely.” I loved that Thomas and I had known each other so long that we didn’t have to explain ourselves. “I still owe you for William’s crazy behavior in the bar. Want to come over to my place? I’ll make you dinner.”
 
   “With dessert?” Thomas had a weakness for my desserts.
 
   “Of course.” A hearty meal, sugary desert and several drinks was just what I needed to forget about William, at least for a few hours.
 
   By eight o’clock, our plates were clean and two bottles of wine were empty. By the time we had both vented about our personal issues, we were ready to open the third bottle.
 
   “William is a total asshole, Liv. You are better off without him.” Thomas spilled a little wine as he refilled my glass but I was too drunk to care.
 
   “Well Sophia is a nightmare. She treats you terrible.” I moved over on the couch so that Thomas could set next to me. “You’re a great guy, Thomas. You can do so much better.”
 
   “So can you, Liv.” Thomas tapped his wine glass against mine. “To us doing better.”
 
   “Cheers.” I took a big gulp of wine. “You know, I used to have a crush on you back in high school.”
 
   “No way.” Thomas shook his head. “I was a huge dork and you wanted nothing to do with me. I’m the one that had a giant crush on you.”
 
   “Pssh.” I was at that point of drunkenness where full words became a challenge. “You should’ve asked me out. I totally would’ve said yes.”
 
   Thomas squinted at me. “What if I asked you out right now?”
 
   “Now? Me?” My voice was squeaky. I honestly hadn’t thought of Thomas that way for years. “I think I’d probably say yes.”
 
   It was true that Thomas was a great guy. One of the best guys, actually. He was also cute, smart and funny. Any girl would be lucky to have him. And that’s what I told myself as he leaned over to kiss me.
 
   It was strange at first. Thomas was my best friend, and we were about to completely alter the course of our relationship. But I was too drunk and too hurt to care. All I wanted right then was to feel close to someone. Thomas would do just fine for that purpose.
 
   His lips were rough on mine and unfamiliar. It took awhile for us to learn each other’s topography. When he put his hands under my shirt, I actually winced. I wasn’t ready to let another man tread on William’s territory. I wasn’t ready to accept that he was gone. But fortunately, Thomas didn’t notice my wince and I was able to push away those feelings.
 
   “Let’s go to the bedroom,” I suggested, afraid that if we didn’t move things along I might lose my nerve.
 
   Thomas seemed just as determined to make it happen. He pulled me to my feet and hurried us into the next room. I stripped my clothes off in a drunken stupor and Thomas did the same. Neither of us was under the illusion that this was anything other than a forget-about-your-ex fuck.
 
   “Wow,” Thomas said when he finally noticed my naked body. “Liv, I had no idea your body was so rockin’.”
 
   “Gee, thanks.” It was such a Thomas thing to say that it made me smile. I tried to return the compliment, “You’ve got some good things going on as well.”
 
   “Okay, that was awkward.” Thomas scratched nervously at the back of his neck. “Do you still want to do this?”
 
   “I think we owe it to ourselves,” I said. I wanted this to work. Being with Thomas made sense. We were best friends. I spent my holidays with his family. He knew all my darkest secrets. Being with Thomas would be simple. I could get used to simple.
 
   My words weren’t quite enough to convince him, so I brushed my body against him, letting him become accustomed to the idea of us together. I moved my hands lightly over his chest and kissed him slowly. His body moved against me and his hands slid up my sides and hesitated just before reaching my breasts. I rubbed my leg against his and kissed him harder. Thomas decided to go for it and as he caressed my breasts, I felt his erection grow against stomach.
 
   I pushed him back on the bed and climbed on top, letting my hair fall over us as I kissed him again and again. I was trying so desperately to feel for him the way I had felt for William. To want him- all of him. To want to feel him in every nerve in my body. But it wasn’t going to happen and we both knew it.
 
   “Liv. This isn’t working.” Thomas turned his head away from me and I reluctantly sat up, still straddling him.
 
   “I know.” I put a tender hand on his chest. “I really wanted this to work.”
 
   He smiled. “Me, too.”
 
   “We should probably put some clothes on,” I said, gesturing to our naked bodies.
 
   “Just because I’m not buying the goods doesn’t mean I shouldn’t get to look,” he joked as I slid off him.
 
   I was about to make an equally lame joke about wanting my money back, but my door buzzer interrupted us. “Who the hell is that?”
 
   “Did we order a pizza? Because I wouldn’t say no to a pizza right now.” Thomas made no effort to get dressed as he tucked his hands behind his head.
 
   I pulled on my underwear and Thomas’ faded Chicago Cubs t-shirt. I assumed whoever was ringing my buzzer had the wrong apartment, but I had to go downstairs to find out.
 
   Thomas stopped me. “What if it’s a crazy stalker? Let me take care of it.” He pulled on his boxers and jeans and flexed his biceps. “Never send a woman to do a man’s work.”
 
   I laughed as he skipped from the room. When he came back, his mood had changed completely. “You should go down there, Liv.”
 
   “Who is it?” I asked, but I already knew the answer. I pulled on my jeans and a pair of shoes, feeling like shit.
 
   William stood with his back to me, hands pushed deep into his pockets. I could tell from the straightness of his posture that he was angry.
 
   “William.” His name sounded like a betrayal when it passed over my lips. “What are you doing here?”
 
   He didn’t turn around when he answered me. “I came to see you. To apologize.”
 
   “For dumping me? Or for treating me like shit?” I was freezing in Thomas’ thin t-shirt and my teeth chattered around the words.
 
   “For both actually.” Now he turned around and all I could see was a broken man. “I wanted to tell you that I was sorry and that explain why I said those things. But it seems you’ve already moved on.”
 
   “This isn’t what you think, William.” My fingers were going numb. “Come inside and we can talk about it.”
 
   “I’m not going in there. Not with him in there.” William’s eyes lingered on the t-shirt I was wearing.
 
   “You broke up with me, William.” I hugged my arms over my chest. “You broke my heart.”
 
   William’s jaw tightened and his eyes grew stormy. “I’m sorry.”
 
   “You hurt me. You said you wouldn’t do that, but you did.” I wondered if the tears that spilled from my eyes would freeze on my cheeks.
 
   “I never meant to hurt you, Olivia. I love you.” But what I saw in his eyes wasn’t love, it was regret. “I know I screwed this up, but you hurt me, too.”
 
   I knew that I had. Even though I technically hadn’t done anything wrong, that didn’t mean what I had done was right. I ached with regret. “I’m sorry, William.”
 
   “You should go inside. You’ll get frostbite.” He sounded like Utah-William again.
 
   “Do you think we can work past this?” I didn’t want him to leave. Not until I knew he wasn’t leaving for good.
 
   “I don’t think we should.” William let out a breath that fogged the air in front of him. “We keep doing this to each other. It’s not good for us.”
 
   “You’re good for me, William,” I said. “That’s what matters.”
 
   William shook his head. “If I was good for you, we wouldn’t keep having this conversation over and over. This isn’t working.”
 
   “So that’s it then? You don’t want to be with me?” My chest was starting to hurt, and not just from breathing in the thin, cold air.
 
   “I don’t want you to be with me.” William took three steps back. “I want you to be happy, Liv. You deserve that. And I can’t make you happy.”
 
   “That’s not true.” My words were barely audible.
 
   “Go inside, Livy. Forget about me. Forget about us.” William turned away from me so that I had to strain to hear his next words. “Forget about everything that happened after that first night.”
 
   I made it back inside before it hit me. When it did, it knocked me from my feet. I sank onto the stairs and cried until I didn’t have any tears left. I hadn’t wanted any of this. I had just wanted to give into my impulses for one night. Nothing more. No relationship, no boyfriend. I certainly hadn’t wanted to fall in love. For a minute, I wished I could go back and change everything. Erase the story of William from my life. But when I really thought about it, I didn’t regret the beginning. I only regretted the ending.
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