
        
            
                
            
        

    
  
    


    Recipe for


    Satisfaction


    a Madewood Brothers novel


    Gina Gordon


     

  


  
     


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


    Copyright © 2012 by Andrea Foy. All rights reserved, including the right to reproduce, distribute, or transmit in any form or by any means. For information regarding subsidiary rights, please contact the Publisher.


    Entangled Publishing, LLC


    2614 South Timberline Road


    Suite 109


    Fort Collins, CO 80525


    Visit our website at www.entangledpublishing.com.


    Brazen is an imprint of Entangled Publishing, LLC. For more information on our titles, visit www.brazenbooks.com.


    Edited by Liz Pelletier and Libby Murphy


    Cover design by Heather Howland


    ISBN 978-1-62266-975-2


    Manufactured in the United States of America


    First Edition December 2012


    The author acknowledges the copyrighted or trademarked status and trademark owners of the following wordmarks mentioned in this work of fiction: Hello Canada, Band-Aid, Kleenex, BlackBerry, Sub-Zero, Y, La-Z-Boy, Toronto Life, Master Card, Visa, Jeep, Tabasco, Sports Illustrated, Ducati, Girl Guides of Canada, Jameson Irish Whiskey, Saran Wrap, Formica, Hard Rock Cafe, Microsoft Publisher.

  


  
     


    For Darryl


     


     

  


  
     


    Chapter One


     


    Was this ridiculous ship ever going to dock?


    Sterling Andrews crept to the lower level of the boat, bumping into the walls of the narrow staircase. Her stomach lurched—it’d been in a suspended state of animation for the past hour, and she swiped at the light film of sweat across her brow. So much for finding a man tonight. She needed a restroom. Pronto.


    It wasn’t until she’d boarded the luxury yacht with the insane plan to find a man to break her out of her boring, predictable—responsible—rut that she’d figured out she was prone to seasickness. Were you supposed to feel such a large boat sway from side to side? Somehow, she didn’t think so.


    Reaching the end of the staircase, she rested her hand on the wall to catch her breath. This was officially the most hideous night of her life. She was sick as a dog on a boat full of strangers, and to top it all off, what seemed like a great fashion choice when she left the house now left her feeling ridiculous.


    The strappy four-inch stilettos, combined with vertigo from seasickness, wreaked havoc with Sterling’s balance. Her legs were cold under the shitload of crinoline that only just covered her ass, and she could barely breathe from the bodice that fit snugly around her torso.


    Her best friend, Penn Foster—the brains behind the swanky charity event on the yacht and consequently this insane plan—had chosen the outfit, which was totally inappropriate for a professional organizer. Penn was in big trouble.


    Sterling gathered her bag close and took a deep breath before heading down to the most interior quarters. Maybe down here the sway of the boat wouldn’t be so noticeable. Just then her stomach decided to do the rumba and she lost her balance. Luckily, the wall was courteous enough to break her fall. A breeze whipped up the stairway, taking with it the hem of her skirt, and the cool air whooshed across her bare backside like a chilly, lecherous hand.


    Penn was so dead.


    Forcing herself to forge on, she wobbled down the hallway with one hand on the wall for support, but she stopped short at the sound of male voices around a sharp corner.


    “It’s time you got back on the horse, brother.” The sound was deep and coarse, like gravel against concrete. “Treat this as your coming-out party.”


    “You’re an ass.” The second voice was lighter, but no less potent—a strong caress against her skin.


    The first man chuckled. “You have your pick of the litter on this boat. Don’t tell me you haven’t seen any prospects.”


    Sterling hugged the wall and wiped her brow with the back of her hand. If she didn’t get farther inside she was going to retch all over this deck.


    “Picking up women is like riding a bike,” the first man continued. “Granted, it’s been a while and you might fall off the first time, but it’s not something you forget.”


    Sterling bent forward, trying to poke her head around the corner to catch a glimpse of who was in need of riding lessons. Two men stood in the doorway, their profiles to her. The first man she recognized right away—Neil Harrison, the oldest of the Madewood brothers, and Penn’s employer. They’d met when she first stepped on the boat. His white chef’s coat, crisp and clean, accentuated his tall, broad frame. Black ink peeked out from under the collar of his jacket, making her wonder what kind of tattoo he had hidden beneath his clothes.


    The second man was stunning. Instead of a white jacket, he wore a black dress shirt—untucked—and dark jeans with the perfect amount of fading. He was definitely underdressed for the swanky event going on above deck. If he were wearing a suit, she would have thought his shaggy black hair was in definite need of a haircut, but dressed as he was, the long strands jutting haphazardly from his head only sharpened his edge.


    She recognized him from the pictures she’d seen in the newspapers—none other than bad boy Jack Vaughn, the youngest Madewood brother. Even though they were all known to society as the Madewoods, their foster mother had insisted each son keep his own family name.


    The entire city of Toronto knew the Madewood family’s business. Being the foster sons of a prominent socialite and business owner meant the four brothers were big news on the local circuit. And the younger son had quite the reputation. Not a week would go by without a mention of Jack Vaughn in Hello Canada magazine, partying with the super-elite around the world. Well, at least until two months ago when their mother, Vivian Madewood, passed away.


    The charity event on the yacht was in support of Cooking for the Future, a program their mother had started when she realized how the culinary arts helped her own foster children. Vivian wanted to continue that passion and help more than just four lucky boys. She’d been an inspiration for the entire city, and Sterling was sad to hear she’d passed.


    “You’ve had it rough the last few months.” Neil clapped him on the shoulder. “I’m just trying to help.”


    “I can pick up women on my own time,” Jack said. “I don’t need you to hold my hand.”


    The ship pitched and nausea rose in her stomach. It traveled north like a warning bell, alerting her to seek out a toilet or the railing of the boat—whichever was closer. She turned quickly and ran into a wall. Or rather, a boy carrying two trays of dirty glasses. Glasses that decided they no longer liked their position on the trays. They crashed to the floor, a loud, obnoxious taunt. Just one more reminder of how bad her luck had been the last twelve months.


    She raised her hand to her mouth and mumbled through her fingers, “I’m so sorry.” With glass crunching under her feet, she crouched to pick up the pieces. At least the mess distracted her from her stomach.


    “No, Miss,” the young man pleaded. “Leave that for me.” He bent down beside her and picked up his own share of glass. “Please, Miss, don’t—”


    “What’s going on here?”


    A shiver ran up her spine at the sound of the deep voice behind her. It was even sexier in closer proximity. She tilted her head and confirmed her suspicion. Jack Vaughn.


    Beside him, Neil asked, “Sterling, are you all right?”


    “I’m sorry, Chef.” The boy tensed and stood steel-rod straight. She was waiting for him to salute. “I’ll clean everything up right away.”


    “Nonsense.” She stood, too, and turned to face the two men. “This was all my fault. I’ll clean it up.”


    Jack’s intense stare sent a wave of heat inching up her neck, and when he spoke, he held her gaze steady. “George, would you mind heading back to the kitchen to get something to clean this up?”


    “Of course, Chef.” George turned on his heel with precision and headed off to follow orders.


    She swallowed and tried to break from Jack’s hypnotic stare by darting her gaze to Neil.


    “This is Penn’s friend Sterling,” Neil said to Jack with a grin. “I think she was roped into coming so Penn could utilize her super organization skills.”


    She smiled. So not the case. She was here to meet a man. But she’d go with it. “You’d be right.”


    Jack held out his hand, a wide grin stretching across his face, revealing even, white teeth and a sexy dimple. “Jack Vaughn.”


    “I know who you are,” Sterling said softly and fit her hand in his.


    “My reputation precedes me.” His flirty grin was no longer so flirty.


    “You do have quite the reputation.” She squeezed his hand trying to let him know she was cool with his “reputation.” In fact, he was exactly what she was looking for tonight—as long as her stomach didn’t mess it up for her.


    His gaze was definitely serious now. His demeanor had changed within a matter of seconds with one mention of his reputation. Well, hell. Flirting was so much harder than it looked on TV. She would have thought a man like Jack Vaughn would be proud of his reputation. Someone who took pride in the fact that he was infamous. But maybe not. She knew all too well that people’s assumptions were way off base most of the time.


    “You’ve got a reputation and I’m uptight. We’ve all got our quirks,” she said. Perfect. Verbal diarrhea. Someone gag me. “I’m Sterling Andrews.”


    “Sterling.” Her name came out in a whisper, and for the first time she noticed the silver ball piercing in his tongue. Her stomach clenched at the thought of that hard ball against her—


    “I’m going to check on things in the kitchen. If you need anything, Sterling, my brother would be more than happy to help.” Neil patted Jack on the shoulder, and they exchanged a curious look as he walked away.


    “Really, I should be the one cleaning up,” she said.


    He ignored her offer to pitch in. “What are you doing down here, anyway? The party’s upstairs.”


    Because she was a queasy mess. “I was just looking for the bathroom.”


    “There’s a bathroom upstairs.” He pointed toward the ceiling, his eyes gliding over her body, from eyes to toes and back again. She smoothed her hands down the front of her skirt, the coarse crinoline rough against her sweaty palms, her heart beating faster as he stepped closer, the glass crunch-crunch-crunching under his feet with every step.


    He stopped in front of her—too close—and cocked his head to the side. “Not your scene?”


    Could he read her mind? She let out a breath of relief. “So not my scene.”


    He grinned. “I know exactly how you feel. I was hiding out down here myself.” He crouched and balanced on the balls of his feet, rolling up the sleeves of his black shirt. His left forearm was inked, and thick black designs crawled up his skin. She wondered just how far up they went. On his right forearm, what looked like two paws peeked out from under the fabric.


    He reached for the glass and she dropped beside him, grabbing his hands. “You don’t have to—”


    “Shit!” He dropped the piece of glass. A thick, red stain slashed brightly across the surface.


    “Oh, God. You’re cut. I’m such a klutz tonight. Let me…” She reached into her purse, thankful she had decided to go against Penn’s advice and brought her oversized bag. He sucked on his palm as she withdrew a purple makeup case. She rummaged inside, finding a Band-Aid and an antiseptic wipe. She went above and beyond the motto of always being prepared. Sterling Andrews: perpetual Girl Guide. More like wannabe Girl Guide. She’d never had the opportunity to be a real one but if she had, she’d be the one with the most badges.


    He chuckled. “You’re either a mom or a nurse.”


    “Neither. I’m a professional organizer.” Sterling grabbed his hand, calloused and coarse. A man’s hand. She held the wipe between her teeth, ripped open the wrapper, and cleaned his cut. “It’s not too deep.”


    She rearranged her balance, making sure her legs remained tightly together. She may be on the hunt, but she wasn’t tacky. In this position, her stomach had settled some.


    When she was done, she glanced up. Her eyes caught in deep pools of chocolate brown sparkling back at her.


    George returned and quickly got to work, sweeping around them. “Chef, I’ll take care of this now.”


    Jack smiled and gestured with his chin to the kid. “George is a master baker.”


    “A master baker?” She looked up at the young boy and he smiled, a satisfied grin spreading across his face. He couldn’t have been more than fifteen. “At such a young age?”


    “He has a future in pastry arts,” Jack said. “A very bright future.”


    Jack stood and offered his uninjured hand. Impressed by the gentlemanly gesture, she slid her hand in his and let him draw her up.


    “Thank you, George.” Jack nodded before leading her toward the railing, so they could look out into the night. The moon glistened, reflecting off the walls of the boat around them with every ripple of water.


    A shiver zinged through her when he slid his hand down her spine, letting it settle at the small of her back. “Do you always carry a first aid kit in your purse, Sterling?”


    God, the way he said her name. It was like he was pouring warm honey across her belly…which she sincerely hoped he’d be licking up later.


    “Actually, yes.” She laughed. “You never know when you’re going to need antiseptic wipes or a Band-Aid or—” she fiddled inside the makeup case “—a sewing kit.”


    “Well, next time I bust a button on my shirt while simultaneously cutting my finger on a dirty knife, I know who to call.”


    His sexy smile set the butterflies in her stomach aflutter. Exactly the reaction she was looking for. It was time to put a little fun in her life. Experience things she’d never had the chance to because she was too busy taking care of everyone else, including a two-timing fiancé.


    The boat dipped. At least it felt like it dipped. The nausea she had forgotten came back with a vengeance.


    “Are you all right?” he asked. “You just turned green.”


    “Oh, God…” She latched her hand over her mouth and bent over the railing.


    “Sterling?” he called.


    But she didn’t have time to acknowledge him.


    She braced both hands on the railing and lurched forward. What had been designated as the most hideous night of her life had just been upgraded to the most humiliating. She heaved—and heaved again—fully aware of the man who stalked closer to where she stood puking her guts out into the glistening water.


    So much for luring a sexy man. Served her right for thinking she could have fun. She just proved that even her attempt at spontaneity had to be well thought out.


    Rough hands caressed her shoulders, then gripped her hair, gathering it at the nape of her neck. Jack held her hair with one hand while the other circled her back. His fingers, soothing against her exposed skin, rubbed tenderly. A wave of warmth surged through her body. She was unsure of its origin—the sickness that now eased inside her stomach or the simple touch of this stranger.


    “Feel better?” He was so close, the heat of his body turning up her temperature from hot to stifling. “Take this.”


    He offered her a Kleenex, one he must have found in the travel package inside her purse. What was a little fishing expedition inside her purse when he’d seen the inner contents of her stomach fly over the metal railing of a boat? She wiped the tissue across her mouth.


    “You’re good at this,” she whispered, then swallowed hard around the soreness in her throat.


    He cocked his head, his eyes questioning.


    “Taking care of people,” she clarified.


    He shrugged. “Let’s just say I have experience with women skilled in stomach pyrotechnics.”


    No doubt he’d held many a drunk girl’s hair in a hotel bathroom during his wild antics. But then he smiled, a casual grin that tingled all the way down to her toes. As their eyes met, time seemed to stand still.


    “Chef Jack?”


    Sterling shook off the dazed feeling as George crept toward them, biting his lip between his teeth. When Jack turned to face him, he immediately straightened. “Chef Neil said you need to get upstairs. He’s going to make his speech.”


    Jack shot Sterling a sympathetic look. “I’m sorry.”


    “Go.” She waved him off. “This is your party. Please, don’t let me keep you.”


    “But—”


    “I’ll be fine.” She reached forward and touched his forearm, which rested along the rail.


    Sure she would. As soon as the boat docked.


    Jack looked between the two of them. That same heat wasn’t reflected in his gaze. He looked on with kindness, concern. Not with the fire he had five minutes earlier, before she’d retched up the contents of her stomach.


    “It was nice to meet you, Sterling Andrews.”


    She frowned and her shoulders slumped forward when he backed away. “Thanks for…everything.”


    He winked. “Glad I could be here.”


    Gone was the nausea. Gone was the urge to heave. In its place was the realization that she was most definitely not getting honey licked off of anything tonight.


    She rested her body against the rail, the metal bar snug against her armpit, and sighed. What an epic humiliation. But on the bright side, at least only one person was witness to her embarrassment and not a yacht full.


    “Why didn’t you tell me you got sick on boats?”


    Sterling turned and smiled. Penn sidled up to her, brushing her hair away from her forehead.


    “I didn’t know. I’ve never been on a big boat before.”


    Penn was the most beautiful woman Sterling knew, and stylish in that glam-goth way. Her porcelain skin was luminescent any day of the week, and her black hair hung just past her shoulders, styled with a roll to the side, and secured away from her face with a white barrette. Tonight, she wore a black dress with white polka dots, the bodice a V-neck with thin straps, and a black belt around her trim waist. And as always, her outfit was not complete without four-inch stilettos. She didn’t go anywhere without high heels.


    “How did you know I was down here?”


    “Jack sent me.” She held on to Sterling’s biceps. “Do you think you can handle a trip to the ladies’ room?”


    Sterling nodded and by the time they arrived at the bathroom, the need to upchuck had finally dissipated.


    Slumping forward over the sink, she grabbed on with both hands. The reflection staring back at her from the mirror was horrifying. Her eyes were watery, her cheeks were flushed, and her hair frizzed from her sweat-soaked scalp. “I’m a mess.”


    “Shush. He still looked interested and after I get you cleaned up, we’ll hunt him down again.” Penn winked and then dug around inside Sterling’s bag. She held out the travel toothbrush and toothpaste. “What exactly were you doing down here?”


    “I…” Sterling straightened and tamed the strands of her dark hair. “I was feeling sick and I was trying to…”


    “Escape?”


    Sterling laughed. “That’s exactly what Jack said.” She scrubbed her teeth, a little uncomfortable at the way Penn stared at her in the mirror. “What?” she mumbled with the toothbrush still in her mouth.


    Penn cocked her head and rested her hand on her hip. “I feel like a proud mama. I tell you to find a man and you waste no time picking the most infamous bachelor on the boat.”


    She rinsed her mouth and placed the travel toothbrush into its holder. “You mean Jack Vaughn?”


    “Duh.” Penn reached into her own purse and pulled out a travel-sized bottle of mouthwash. When she noticed Sterling’s curious stare, she shrugged. “You think you’re the only one who’s prepared? This comes in handy many a morning when I find myself waking up in a gorgeous man’s bed.” She smiled and thrust the bottle into Sterling’s hand.


    After rinsing her mouth with the green, minty liquid, Sterling took a deep breath. Much better. She should probably find a new man to kiss now—one who hadn’t seen her inglorious upchucking. But her introduction to Jack Vaughn had just narrowed the playing field. Not too many were going to compete with that much sex on a stick.


    “So, you and Jack?” Penn asked, as she slipped the mouthwash back into her purse, coaxing Sterling for more information.


    “It’s not like I sought him out on purpose.” Definitely not. Sterling was way out of her element on this boat. Hobnobbing with fancy, rich people was not a typical evening of fun. However, she had promised Penn she’d try her best to leave stick-in-the-mud Sterling at home and let loose. So much for that plan. And now that she’d met Jack Vaughn, her own self-doubt needled its way back into her brain.


    “Maybe not, but the fates have decided something else entirely.” Penn wiggled her eyebrows. She’d been coaxing Sterling to date for months and finally, Sterling felt ready to get back in the game. Granted, she had a lot of baggage, but she wasn’t looking for Mr. Right. She was looking for Mr. One-Night Stand. That was about all she could handle right now. But was Jack Vaughn the best candidate?


    “Don’t you think it’s a little awkward?” she asked.


    Penn stared at her. “How so?”


    “Considering he’s your boss.”


    Relief washed over Penn’s face. “When have I ever suggested anything appropriate when it comes to men?” She grabbed a handful of paper towels and held them under the tap, drenching them in cold water. “He doesn’t seem to be as involved in the family business as Cole, Finn, and Neil.” She patted the wet paper towel against Sterling’s face and neck. “He does his own thing.”


    Everyone knew that Jack Vaughn partied as hard as he worked. And it was easy to do when you owned five of the hottest restaurants in the world. He flitted across the globe, tending to his businesses, keeping girlfriends in every city. If she was honest, the man she read about in the magazines and the man who held her hair while she heaved just didn’t jibe. But she’d promised Penn, and herself, that she’d break out of her shell. And tonight was supposed to be the first night of a new and improved, sexually enticing Sterling Andrews.


    How many years had she spent compartmentalizing her life—organizing, planning, being prepared? Her plans should’ve led to a successful, drama-free existence. Which so far hadn’t worked out. Every moment of her life was spent doing things for other people. She was tired of being used. Now was her time to do something for fun, something strictly for herself. Maybe Jack could be her “something fun.”


    “Is it just me or is Jack the hottest thing you’ve ever seen?”


    “Honey, try working with three of them every day. I’m constantly wiping drool from my mouth.”


    They laughed and walked back to the scene of the crime. George was no longer there sweeping up glass. Sterling glanced at the spot where she’d first seen Jack, remembering his utter gorgeousness.


    Penn was right. Those men were drool-worthy. Especially Jack. Who cares if he was the type to take what he wanted and leave her in the dust? That’s exactly what she was looking for. This time, she was going to be the one to take what she wanted and never look back. And what better man to practice with than the King of Flings, Jack Vaughn?


    “So…” She bit her bottom lip. “How exactly do I go about seducing a man like Jack Vaughn?”

  


  
     


    Chapter Two


    Jack paced the main deck of the boat, desperate to jump over the railing and swim to safety.


    Toronto’s wealthiest citizens filled the yacht, waving their tumblers of top-shelf liquor, talking about their checkbooks and summer vacations. Luckily, they were exactly the type of people who were more than willing to give away some of the money collecting interest in their bank accounts. But indulging all the cloyingly perfumed women hoping to hit it rich by trapping one of the Madewood brothers wasn’t his idea of fun. At least not anymore. Hence his retreat to the bottom deck.


    The luxury boat was rather old, but the decor masked its age. Several stations had been set up with spectacular hors d’oeuvres made by a group of kids in the program. The bar—which had no shortage of alcohol—sat off to the left.


    Big band music played in the background—his mother’s favorite. His brothers worked the room, mixing and mingling with the guests, but Jack kept a low profile. A year ago, this cruise would have been his bread and butter. The schmoozing, the socializing…he could charm a buttload of zeros onto a donation check. But his former life—one of girls, drinking, and the never-ending party—now seemed insignificant.


    Feedback from the microphone quieted the boat and everyone turned their attention to the lectern, where Neil waited to address the crowd.


    “Good evening, ladies and gentlemen. Thank you for coming tonight.” He grabbed both sides of the lectern and took a deep breath. “My brothers and I contemplated long and hard about whether to hold this event tonight. Given the circumstances, we just weren’t sure if we were in the right frame of mind. But thanks to the newest member of the Madewood team—Penn Foster—we’re all here tonight, helping raise money for the Cooking for the Future program. Ladies and gentlemen, please acknowledge her hard work and dedication.” Neil gestured to where Penn stood. She raised her champagne flute and smiled from ear to ear.


    From what Jack had gathered in the small amount of time he’d spent with her, she loved the attention.


    “Penn is the brains behind this event. On behalf of my brothers, and all of the kids in the program, I’d like to say thank you.” Neil winked. “It seems that the four of us just can’t function without a strong, focused woman telling us what to do.”


    The crowd laughed.


    Neil gripped the lectern tighter and Jack noticed the grimace flash across his face.


    “We’re also here to honor a wonderful businesswoman, mother, and friend—a woman who was taken from us far too early by breast cancer.”


    Breast cancer. Just hearing those two words had him breaking out in a cold sweat again.


    It had been unbearable, watching his mother waste away from the vibrant, beautiful woman she had been, to a pale and fragile shell. But through it all, she’d never lost sight of what mattered—family. And in her absence, there would always be one thing that would keep his family together.


    Cooking. It had been his saving grace. It had also kept him out of trouble when it seemed that was all he was good at. It was the one thing in the world that tied him to his brothers and their mother—who was the only constant the four of them had ever known.


    After his mother became sick, he returned every few weeks to pitch in. He did as much as he could, battling his need to be with his family and his determination to prove he could be successful in his own right. And if he was completely honest, he hadn’t believed that she would be taken from him so soon.


    It was on Finn’s watch that she had passed. Jack hadn’t been there. And he would forever be reminded of that night—of his guilt—when photos of him and an anonymous woman were plastered all over the gossip blogs and magazines. His innocent meeting with a holistic practitioner was turned into an evening of debauchery. All he wanted was to consult with an expert on some alternative methods of treatment. Instead the press claimed he was indulging in sex and alcohol while his mother took her last few breaths. Because of that, there wasn’t one reporter or photographer on this boat tonight. He stayed far away from the media.


    “Many of our guests here tonight are current students and graduates of the Cooking for the Future program. Talk to them. Ask them how much the program has given them. These are young men and women who have overcome the odds and are shining examples of how your donations literally change lives.” Not one for long speeches, he wrapped up quickly. “Enjoy the food and drinks, and open up your hearts…and your checkbooks.”


    The night air swelled with applause, and Jack added his own hearty clap as his brother left the stage with a final wave.


    The gentle evening breeze lifted the ends of his shirt and reminded him of the sight of Sterling on the deck below—of that outfit, which left little to the imagination. He’d caught sight of her at the food table at the beginning of the night, placing hors d’oeuvres on a black napkin. Her legs were long and lean, with toned calves leading up to supple thighs that were mostly hidden beneath a pouf of coarse material. And those shoes, with heels that went on forever. Jack twitched, almost feeling the bite of pain as those heels pinched into his ass when she squeezed her legs around his hips.


    After meeting her, he knew his decision to take it slow with women was going to be challenged. Funny how no sooner did Neil mention getting back in the game than Sterling Andrews walked into his life. More like crashed into it. But she could crash into anything as long as she did it wearing as little as possible.


    “Only a woman could put that look on a man’s face.” His brother Finn O’Reilly stepped beside him along the railing.


    “Sterling Andrews.” Jack smiled just saying her name.


    “Oh, the friend.” Finn looked at him with a sly grin. “I would have expected Penn to bring a man to this shindig, not a chick.” He leaned his body against the railing, his blond hair tousling in the wind. “I don’t know how Neil and Cole concentrate all day long, having her around.” Finn sipped on his drink. The brown liquid was no doubt Jameson Irish Whiskey. “You should see her in her tight skirts.”


    “You really shouldn’t be speaking like that about the woman who works for us.” Jack tried to sound stern, but he was already scanning the room, trying to find the woman who’d captured his attention…who was friends with the woman who worked for them. Slightly better, at least.


    “You’ve been looking all over the place since I got here.” Finn took another sip of his drink. “Can’t find her anywhere?”


    ”Not yet. But I will.” His gaze bounced from teased blond head to teased blond head. He wasn’t in the mood for a blonde tonight though. No, he had his sights set on a fetching brunette. Who gets seasick. He should probably be checking along the railing.


    Finn clapped Jack’s shoulder. “Did you get her number?”


    Jack shrugged, still scanning the crowd milling about on the deck.


    “I guess her number would be easy enough to get since she’s Penn’s friend,” Finn said.


    Jack grinned at his brother. “You always have the best solutions.” If all else failed, he’d get her digits from Penn and call her in the morning. Maybe ask her out to breakfast. After tonight’s belly catastrophe, she’d probably be starving come morning.


    “Have fun, bro.” With a wink, Finn walked away and into the crowd.


    But before he tracked down Penn, what could the harm be in trying to find her one more time tonight? After all, she was sick. What kind of gentleman would he be if he didn’t make sure his guests were comfortable at his party?


    He hadn’t found her after doing a lap around the boat, the peppermint tea in his hand cooling with every minute wasted, and sidled up to the bar to get a better look at the area. Instead of Sterling, he found Penn, deep in conversation with Finn and an older couple.


    If Sterling wasn’t below and she wasn’t on the main deck, there was only one other place she could be. He snuck behind the curtain that sectioned off the top deck and climbed the stairs, surprised at the strong wind that greeted him when he emerged.


    Sterling sat at the front of the boat, with her arms wrapped around her torso, her hands rubbing up and down her arms. Her dark hair whipped in the wind as she stared at the Toronto skyline reflecting off the water.


    “Looks like you could use some warming up.”


    Her body tightened before she turned. “Jack.” She relaxed, her eyes softening when they settled on him. A good sign. “You scared me.”


    “I’m sorry.” He stepped closer. “How are you feeling?”


    Her eyes shone in the moonlight. She gave him a weak smile and lowered her gaze. “The fresh air up here seems to help a bit.” She smoothed her hands over her hair to secure the flyaway strands. As if expecting that he had come up with someone else, her eyes darted behind him. “What are you doing here?”


    “I’ve been looking for you.” He held out the cup. “I brought you some tea.”


    “You did?”


    He slid onto the bench beside her and offered the cup. “Peppermint. It’ll relax your stomach.”


    Her eyes lifted, settling on his. Her look of admiration tightened his chest. She took a sip of the tea and moaned. The sound vibrated through his body, igniting a fire inside him that had been buried for too many months.


    She settled the cup on her lap. “Thank you.”


    “It’s the least I could do for the emergency medical services you provided earlier this evening.”


    “That’s not the first time my bag of tricks has saved a life.” She chuckled and took another sip of the tea.


    “I take it you don’t come to these sort of functions often?”


    “Definitely not my scene.” She sipped again. “What about you? What are your plans for the Madewood legacy?” she asked, curiosity dancing in her eyes.


    Funny she should ask. Just before his mother got sick, Jack had dreamed up a plan for the program, a way to extend their reach to more than just foster kids. But he hadn’t thought about it in over a year.


    He sighed. “For now, I’m just helping out at Cole’s restaurant. I know he’s short-staffed.”


    “You don’t seem too excited about that.” She angled her head to the side, her face glowing under the moonlight.


    “I love being a chef, don’t get me wrong.” He was here to help for as long as they needed him, but he didn’t want to work for his brothers. “It’s just…I have a commitment I need to take care of soon.” He’d neglected all five restaurants while he’d been hiding out here the last two months and he couldn’t put off his involvement any longer. His general manager—the only one who was capable of running all five restaurants without Jack micromanaging—needed a break. Jack had hired J.R. White to work at his first restaurant as a bouncer and ended up taking him to every new location he opened. J.R. was loyal and smart, and Jack trusted him with his life. More than his life, with his livelihood. And Jack had promised to show up in Chicago in four weeks so J.R. could have a much-deserved vacation.


    Sterling sat silently, her legs crossed toward him, her eyes soft and inviting. Everything about her screamed that she was interested in anything and everything he had to say. She could also be tired and woozy from being sick and too weak to make a break for it. But something about this woman made him want to tell her everything about himself. “Finn and Cole are happy to follow the grain. They have their own restaurants and they are content. Neil has always been the leader. For as much as he complains, he loves being in charge of the entire family business. He thinks big, outside the box, and I…I just don’t connect with anything we do here and if I stayed, I…”


    “Would just be going through the motions?”


    She took the words right out of his mouth. He nodded. But that wasn’t completely true, not really. He connected with the program. He’d miss those damn kids. And there were so many more of them that needed his help. But with his mother gone, his idea to expand the program would mean he’d have to stick around. And that so wasn’t happening.


    “It’s normal, you know. To feel guilty about wanting to do things for yourself.” She waved her hand in the air. “I know all about that.”


    What did this wonderful woman know about guilt? And who was the asshole making her feel this way?


    His mother had always been supportive, but he knew she would have been happier if he had followed in his brothers’ footsteps. Jack was the black sheep of an adopted family, and recently, the difference between him and his brothers became even more apparent. All four of them had the same work ethic, the same motivation and know-how, but Jack lacked the one trait Neil, Finn, and Cole cherished most—they preferred to stay in one place.


    “Maybe it’s a good thing…” She rested her hand on his forearm. His arm twitched, and she took back her hand quickly, as if suddenly realizing she had touched him. “That you don’t fit.”


    He stiffened.


    “I had heard about you. The bad-boy Madewood brother. The playboy. The rebel.”


    The stereotype.


    “People have a lot of opinions about me. Most of them untrue.”


    She nodded. “I might have been one of them. You’re nothing like I expected. You’re sweet and caring. Charming.” She gestured with the cup of tea to emphasize her point. “Can I be honest?” She looked away and whispered. “I sort of wish they were true.”


    Something else drove her awkward attempt at conversation. Something Jack wanted desperately to find out. “And why is that? Have a fantasy about being with a bad boy? Someone with lots of money and time to make all your sexual fantasies come true?”


    Her breath caught and despite the darkness, he saw the blush spread across her beautiful face. Should he have expected anything less? In his experience, lots of women wanted to date a man who had enough money to make every wish come true.


    “I…” She bit her bottom lip and her fingers played with the hem of her skirt. She lowered her gaze. “I’ve spent my life being used by everyone I thought loved me. It’s time I looked out for myself.”


    Something in her tone made his heart catch. And his fists clench. Jack wasn’t a violent man, but he wanted to hit the asshole who’d made her feel this way, something fierce. “You want to do things that please you and only you?” It had been a long time since he’d done something for pure pleasure. And to experience it with the first woman to stir up his latent desire would no doubt be unforgettable.


    She hid her eyes from him, but the tiny shiver that rippled across her shoulders told him everything he needed to know. Despite promising himself he’d steer clear of meaningless flings, Sterling was unlike any woman he’d ever dated. And if she wanted a night of hot, passionate sex with a relative stranger, then he was her man.


    Jack lifted her chin with his finger, bringing her gaze back to his. “Well hell, I can help you with that.”


    “Oh, Jack, I…” Her shoulders drew back with her large intake of air. “I don’t know you very well, but I do know that you’re much more than money and a cool lifestyle. Those women—”


    Those women? Right now all he cared about was this woman sitting beside him and wanting to fulfill every one of her fantasies. “What pleases you, Sterling Andrews?”


    She sighed and her entire body went slack. She thought for a moment. “This tea.” She held up her cup.


    “It’s a secret recipe.” He winked. “What else pleases you?”


    “My job, my friends… But not my clothes. They’re just not me.” She frowned.


    “I don’t know. I happen to love that outfit.” He leaned in closer and whispered in her ear. “I especially liked that skirt a lot more when you were bent over the railing.”


    Sterling buried her head in her hand and groaned. “It wasn’t embarrassing enough to get sick in front of you, so let’s throw in some flashing for good measure.”


    “You have nothing to be embarrassed about.” He took the cup from her and placed it on the bench behind her.


    She raised her head. The horror on her face was adorable. “About getting sick or flashing you?”


    “Either. There’s nothing wrong with some good flashing.”


    “I don’t normally dress like this. It’s something new. I’ve…” She stopped and grinned before she lowered her gaze to the bench.


    “What?”


    “Nothing. It’s stupid.” She shook her head.


    Jack would be damned before he let her get away with clamming up. Not after he just spilled his guts. “You have to tell me. Then we’ll be even. Otherwise…” He hoped she’d pick up on his insinuation.


    “Otherwise, what?”


    “Otherwise you owe me.” He leaned in. “And I plan to collect in some very creative ways.”


    She sucked in a breath and bit her bottom lip. “That doesn’t make me want to tell you.”


    He laughed. He really was off his game. Or was it just this enticing woman who rattled his confidence? “I guess that didn’t work out quite the way I’d planned in my head.”


    “Okay, I’ll spill.” She turned a little to face him. “I want to do exciting things.”


    “Exciting things?” he asked.


    “Yes, things that get my heart racing and stomach fluttering.”


    He gave her a curious look. “So the tea, your clothes, and…,” he grinned, “your ass hanging out makes your stomach all aflutter?”


    Her soft giggle was adorable. “Something like that.”


    “Sounds like a good plan to me. How can I help?”


    Silence fell between them and she fidgeted in her seat, picking at her nails. Her lips moved, forming silent words. She was trying to talk herself into something.


    He chuckled to himself. “Sterling?”


    “There was one other thing that made my stomach flutter,” she blurted.


    “What’s that?” Would she have the guts to ask for what she wanted?


    “When I touched your hand.” She sat stone-still. A mixture of hope and trepidation danced in her gaze.


    “It excited you?”


    She nodded and inhaled deeply, but when she exhaled, her breath came out in rhythmic beats and she shivered.


    “I heard you,” she blurted. “With your brother. About getting back on the horse.”


    He cursed under his breath.


    If there was one thing he hated it was eavesdropping. He had enough bullshit with the media and photographers. His actions were front-page news even before he decided on them himself.


    “I want to be your horse.” She gasped. “Not a horse but…I mean…” She groaned and hung her head, covering her eyes. “I would like very much to be the woman you use to get back in the game.”


    He had just been appeasing Neil. He wasn’t really interested in getting back in the game tonight. But something about this woman intrigued him. She was nothing like the model types he normally dated. And usually the propositions that flew his way were dependent on his money. Jack expected to be asked to go to a club or one of his hot restaurants. Somewhere he could flaunt his VIP status, buy her some drinks, show her a good time. But this was an exciting proposition.


    “Sterling Andrews, are you hitting on me?”


    “Am I doing a horrible job?” She peered at him through her fingers.


    “On the contrary.” He shook his head. “I had every intention of being a nice guy tonight, but now…”


    “Now?”


    He’d been thinking about a naked Sterling all night. Women usually wanted something first—for him to spend his money. But this woman just wanted…him. And she could have him. Only for the night. There was no sense in getting attached when he was just going to take off in a few weeks.


    “Now I want nothing more than to kiss you.”


    She didn’t have to say yes. She lowered her hands from her face. Her eyes invited him to taste her.


    He leaned in and brushed his lips over hers.


    She tensed and jerked away, bringing her hand up to her mouth. “I brushed my teeth. And used mouthwash.”


    He laughed, an unexpected burst of amusement he couldn’t control. He shook his head and leaned forward. This woman was definitely going to keep him on his toes. He grabbed her nape and drew closer, pressing his lips against hers. She sighed, a vibration he felt through his entire body.


    One hand slid up his arm to his shoulder, the other threaded through his hair. Sterling opened for him, her lips parting, her tongue moving to test the waters. Without having to coax her, she took their kiss to the next level. If the actions of her tongue were any indication of the rest of her intimate moves, he couldn’t wait to find out what she’d be like between the sheets.


    Jack mimicked the movements of her tongue, tasting the minty flavor of her mouth as she moved up his body, practically climbing on top of him. The kiss deepened. His heart thudded a million beats a minute, and he welcomed the tightness in his pants. Something else tightened. His chest, because somehow this felt different.


    He shook off his thoughts. There was no way this one kiss meant anything more than that—a kiss. He was overstimulated because he was out of practice, that’s all. The feel of Sterling’s breasts rubbing against his chest, the bite of her nails on his skin, the feel of her warm, talented tongue thrusting inside his mouth, were not special. They were simply unexpected.


    She slowly eased out of their kiss, watching him through heavy lids, her eyes matching the sparkle that glistened on her lips from their kiss.


    “What now?” she whispered. “Now that we’ve kissed.” Vulnerability stared back at him.


    “I think there are going to be many more kisses tonight.” He caught an unruly strand of her hair and wrapped it snugly behind her ear.


    “I want to be clear,” she said, pointing her finger at him. “This is just for tonight.”


    She had enticed him, propositioned him, and beaten him to his own punch. A surprise around every corner—this woman was almost too perfect.


    “Lucky for you ‘just for tonight’ is my motto.” He inched closer, his hand resting on her exposed thigh, sliding until it rested just under the hem of her skirt. “And you should probably feel really horrible about taking advantage of me.” He leaned in, putting his mouth right up to her ear, and she shivered. “On the other hand, I’m not a good guy.” He moved his hand a little higher. “Because I’ve been thinking some very dirty things about that outfit. And those shoes…”


    She shook her head. “This outfit is courtesy of Penn. It’s an experiment—”


    He laughed. Maybe if he helped her find some pleasure, he would find some of his own. “Forget about Sensible Sterling. At least for tonight. Let this so-called bad boy help you forget whatever it is you’re trying to forget.”


    Jack traced his finger across her leg in a zigzag pattern. Her skin pebbled under his touch. He knew she wanted him.


    She cocked her head to the side. “What makes you think I’m trying to forget something?”


    He didn’t answer. Instead, he slipped his finger under the hem.


    She blinked but her eyes didn’t betray her silence. She was putting on a brave face. Did it really matter what issues she was battling? She made it perfectly clear that she was in for an experiment. And as for getting back on the horse, he couldn’t have chosen a better woman to ring in his arrival back to the living.


    He traced his finger farther up her leg. He skimmed just under the hem of her skirt, moving closer to the inside of her thigh.


    She leaned into her position, transferring her weight onto her hands behind her, arching her back, pushing out her delectable breasts.


    “Just for tonight,” she whispered.


    “Just for tonight.”


    One leg fell away as she relaxed her thighs. Her head fell back and her eyes shut tight, her breathing faster than it was two minutes ago. He placed his palm on her leg and squeezed. Her soft skin was on fire, the heat from her body spreading to his.


    He slid his hand across her thigh until his fingertips met the bench. “You’re a beautiful woman, Sterling.” His hand inched up closer to her center. He stopped when he hit the crease of her thigh, and pressed gently against her sex. Her fingers curled inward over the bench. “I’m game if you are. It’s your call.” He nuzzled her neck, the soft scent of coconut flooding his senses.


    “I—”


    Heavy footsteps sounded from the staircase and she tensed in his arms. Jack jumped up, grabbing her hand. Eyes wide, she let him whisk her to the side of the deck where they hid behind a small wall, barely wide enough to block their bodies.


    He took a breath and steadied himself, very aware of Sterling’s body flush with his.


    A smile curved at the side of Sterling’s lip and it traveled up, sparkling in her eyes. Maybe he wasn’t as out of practice as he thought.


    The voices grew closer. They might have company, but that wasn’t going to stop him from continuing their fun.


     


     

  


  
     


    Chapter Three


    Jack pressed Sterling against the wall, covering her soft body with his. She trembled against him and he cupped the sides of her face.


    “That was quick thinking.” She smiled, barely visible in the dim light.


    “Strictly selfish on my part. I don’t like to share.” He swooped down and captured her lips in a hard kiss. She squeaked. Her body went rigid, but only for a split second. The moment his tongue caressed the seam of her lips she relaxed, shoulders softening, lips accepting.


    Footsteps grew louder and closer, and the voices that were once muffled were now distinct.


    “I could have sworn I saw her come up here.” Penn’s voice carried over the water and Sterling tensed in his arms again.


    “It doesn’t look like she’s here,” his brother, Cole Murphy, answered. “Maybe she’s hiding down on the lower deck again.”


    Cole helping Penn? Interesting.


    “I already checked down there.” Penn sounded worried.


    He looked at Sterling and her face told him what she was thinking. And there was no way he was going to expose them. He shook his head and lifted his finger to his mouth, warning her not to say a word.


    “What if she fell off the boat?” Penn said. “This is her first time and—”


    “We have plenty of staff on duty, there is no way she could have fallen off without someone noticing. She couldn’t have gone far,” Cole said, a surprising softness to his voice Jack had never heard before. “We just docked. I’ll help you find her.”


    “Thanks.” Penn’s voice was quiet.


    “You mean thanks for coming to your rescue? Again?” Cole’s tone shifted, his voice suddenly full of disdain. The softness hadn’t lasted long.


    A tapping sound of one of Penn’s stilettos vibrated against the floor of the deck. “I said thank you.” The hardened edge of Penn’s voice was enough to scare any male adult. Jack could only imagine how Cole would handle the situation.


    Sterling angled her head toward the edge of the wall with a smile, coaxing him to take a closer listen. She seemed at ease listening in on her best friend’s conversation. But Jack hated eavesdropping. He grimaced and held Sterling tight when she leaned farther out to hear. He wouldn’t make their presence known. The need to keep Sterling all to himself was too important.


    “It’s customary to thank a person after they’ve helped you,” Cole spat.


    “Ugh, you’re infuriating.”


    “Don’t forget who signs your paycheck.”


    Ouch. That was uncalled for.


    “How could I forget? You remind me every day.”


    There was definitely something going on between these two, but Jack knew better than to ask. Cole would never spill.


    Sterling’s focus turned to the gentle sway of the water. Jack scratched his chin. She was Penn’s friend. Penn was his employee. It seemed Cole had his own troubles with Penn; the family didn’t need Jack adding to the situation. But the electricity of Sterling’s kiss dared Jack to forget propriety and take more.


    Penn’s voice brought Jack back to the situation. “Why do you hate me?”


    “Penn…”


    Jack wished he could see their silent exchange. His brother didn’t wear his heart on his sleeve, yet Penn was getting a glimpse of the man Cole hid from the world.


    “Why don’t you phone her?” And just like that, Cole changed the subject to avoid explaining that he, in fact, didn’t hate Penn. Jack knew his brother too well—his actions were those of a little boy who tortured a little girl because he liked her. Someone had it bad.


    Penn sighed. “Right.”


    Sterling tensed and cursed under her breath just as her phone sang inside her bag. Again and again it rang, the glow of the screen visible from outside the purse. She fumbled with the contents inside. Not a time to carry an entire medicine cabinet. Jack chuckled as he loosened his grip to allow her more room to maneuver.


    A silhouette blocked the light from the deck of the boat as it stopped in front of them.


    “What the…” Penn’s expression was priceless as she pushed the end button on her phone to stop the ringing. “Sterling! I thought you fell off the boat.”


    Cole sidled up behind Penn. The nervousness on his face was distinguishable even in the dim light.


    “Cole.” Jack gave a nod and they had their own silent exchange. Despite being privy to the conversation, he would never speak of it.


    “Looks like Jack’s taking pretty good care of her, Penn.”


    “Jack brought me some tea for my stomach.” Sterling motioned to the wooden bench where they’d sat before they’d been so rudely interrupted.


    Penn eyed them both, onto their game. “All right, then.” She stuffed her phone back in her bag. “Are you fine to get home?”


    “Yep. The car you sent should be waiting for me.”


    Cole put a light hand on Penn’s arm. “Let’s go.”


    She ignored him for a moment and leaned forward to envelop Sterling in a hug. Jack heard Penn whisper something that sounded like “seal the deal,” then as she stepped away she said, “Thanks for coming tonight. I love you.”


    Footsteps receded down the stairs and after a few moments, they were alone again.


    The dynamic between Cole and Penn put his time with Sterling into perspective. No complications here, fortunately. What they had was plain and simple. Which was exactly what he wanted.


    “We weren’t supposed to hear that,” Sterling said. “Do you think they’re all right?”


    “Cole’s silly crush on Penn is not important right now. I—”


    “He has a crush on—?”


    Jack cut her off with a kiss. His heart thudded, and he couldn’t resist grabbing her bottom under the fabric of her skirt, the skimpy lace of her thong exposing her bare flesh. He squeezed and yanked her forward, rubbing his pelvis into her stomach.


    Sterling gasped for air when he finally pulled out of their kiss. She stared up at him, her emerald eyes sparkling in the moonlight, her lips swollen from his kiss. The desire, the acceptance in her eyes, was like a splash of cold water to the face. She wasn’t the only vulnerable one here. This woman attracted him mentally, physically, and that playful glint in her eyes tugged at something inside him, something that had never been tugged before.


    It was unnerving trying to place the feelings she stirred inside him. Or maybe it had been too long and he always felt like this when he was with a woman.


    “Jack?”


    “Shh.” Pressing his finger to her lips, he continued to gaze down at her.


    Sterling glanced furtively to the deck and smiled.


    She took his finger and bit down on it slightly, while taking his other hand and putting it back on her ass. “Touch me,” she murmured.


    A protective rumble sounded in his chest.


    He took her invitation and squeezed her ass hard as he slid his other hand over her delicious breasts and down her body. She stepped out, her feet settling shoulder-width apart, giving him the perfect opportunity to slip into her skimpy panties. Two fingers thrust inside her and he rubbed her clit with his thumb.


    Her purse dropped to the deck with at thud as it slipped from her hand. “Oh, my,” she whispered, then bit her bottom lip.


    He nuzzled her neck and kissed his way up her jawline, peppering her with kisses until he reached her mouth.


    Mumbled voices wafted from below as the guests filed off the boat. But he was more interested in her soft moans and whimpers. She tightened around his fingers, letting him know she was close. Her hands squeezed at his shoulders.


    “There’s no way you could be boring, Sterling.” He leaned in, his thumb rubbing rapidly against her hard bead, and whispered against her ear, “Boring girls don’t come in public.”


    She clamped hard around his fingers and her clit pulsed beneath his thumb. He captured her lips to swallow her moans as she broke apart. As her breathing steadied, he rested his forehead on her shoulder and her hand came up to rub the hair at the nape of his neck.


    “Thank you.” Her soft words tickled against his skin.


    Jack righted himself and used his finger to tilt her chin up to meet his gaze. “I wouldn’t thank me just yet. I’m nowhere near finished with you.”


    He leaned in and pressed a small kiss to her lips, then looked over the edge of the deck. “You have a car downstairs?”


    She nodded. “Penn sent a limo for me.”


    Perfect. Neil had been his ride.


    He grabbed her hand and pulled. Like a rag doll, Sterling followed.


    “Jack, wait,” she squeaked. She awkwardly leaned down to snag her massive bag.


    He stopped at the top of the stairs and positioned her in front of his body. “You’re going to have to walk in front of me.”


    “Why?”


    He thrust his pelvis into her back.


    She giggled. “Oh.”


    …


    Jack turned his back to Sterling while he spoke with the driver, blocking her view. But Sterling did see him reach for his wallet and extract a few bills.


    A one-night stand. She had just agreed to casual sex. Penn would be so proud.


    A flurry of butterflies kicked up a commotion in her stomach. Her sex ached for more of his skilled touch. She’d thrown caution to the wind and let a stranger bring her to orgasm in a public place. Pretty good for her first night of fun. Thank God her stomach cooperated, too.


    He turned back to her, his sexy smile unlike any she’d ever seen. No other man made her want to drop her panties with a simple smile. But Jack Vaughn…he made her want to drop her panties, lift up her skirt, and bend over.


    “Shall we?” he asked. He opened the limo door and ushered her inside.


    “What did you say to the driver?” she asked.


    “We’ll be getting a VIP tour of the city.” He closed the door and the inside went dark. Her heart rate skyrocketed when he moved closer and nuzzled her neck. His breath caressed her skin, sending a tingle through her body. “If we’re not too busy doing other things, that is.”


    She shivered at his words. A VIP tour of the city while getting it on with the hottest man she’d ever laid eyes on. Sterling, one. Boring old life, zero.


    Jack’s hand rubbed back and forth across her breasts, which were straining against her bustier. He obligingly freed one breast, then the other. His strong hand closed over her skin, igniting a fire between her legs. Her nipples puckered under his touch. She wanted to feel his mouth on them…and everywhere.


    As if knowing what she was thinking, he dipped down and licked, taking one between his teeth and tugging lightly. He was aggressive. He wasted no time. She wanted only one thing. And he knew just what to do to give it to her.


    If any other man had skipped the pleasantries and gotten right down to the action she would have called it off, but with Jack, the faster she got what she wanted, the quicker she could cross casual sex off her list.


    Jack knelt on the floor of the limo and rested between her legs. He cupped each breast, alternating between the two, licking and sucking, the metal of his tongue ring smooth against her skin.


    She moaned. It was better than she had imagined earlier.


    “I love the noises you make,” Jack said. “It lets me know what you like.” He kissed her neck and she moaned again. “You like that.” He lowered and kissed her nipple, laving his tongue around the tip, then sucking it hard into his mouth.


    She moaned, louder this time.


    “And you like that.” He gripped her legs and tugged, positioning her at the edge of the seat. His breath caressed her core, eliciting an ache between her thighs.


    She lifted her pelvis in invitation, wanting desperately for him to put his mouth where she needed it most.


    “I think I know what else you’ll like.” He slipped his hand under her skirt and removed her thong, sliding it down her legs. It tangled around her strappy sandals but he, ever so skilled, ripped them away with ease.


    He straightened and lifted her legs. “I love these shoes.” He kissed her ankle, up her calf to her knee, then switched legs and did the same. He sat on his heels and peppered kisses along the inside of her thigh. She shook, her legs quivering in his hands.


    She let her head fall away, giving in to his attention, letting go of everything, all worries, all expectations. She expected to be scared, but instead, a sense of calm washed over her, reassuring her that she was in the right place, with the right person, at the right time.


    Her blissful sensation was abruptly interrupted when for the second time, her phone rang.


    “Let it ring,” Sterling panted. She wasn’t stopping now.


    “I want to see all of you.” He ignored the phone and wasted no time bringing his request to fruition.


    After slipping his fingers inside the waist of her skirt, he let it glide down her body.


    His tongue snaked out and licked up her folds. She jerked. His licks became harder and more frequent as he tongued her. God, she was melting. His fingers massaged the skin of her mound, exposing her clit. He turned his head at a right angle, licking from side to side, the metal ball on his tongue adding an extra layer of pleasure.


    She cried out, completely giving herself over to sensation. His lips inched up, kissing her stomach and the underside of her breasts. She lifted her head and stared right into his heated gaze.


    The intensity staring back rocked her. Not just her body, but her mind, and her heart, which she’d had no intention of involving tonight. With a simple look he had managed to get her to open up, let go, and push through every barrier she’d ever erected to protect herself. But she didn’t need protection with Jack Vaughn. They wanted the same thing.


    His eyes dipped down to her breasts and he grunted, the rumble like an electric shock to her system. “Definitely not boring.”


    She followed his gaze and gasped at the sight of her hands. They gripped her breasts tightly. Her nipples were taut between her fingers. She never dared touch herself in front of a lover. There was no doubt that being with Jack brought out her daring side.


    She shivered when he moved her hand from her breast and placed it at her core. He curled her fingers over her clit, showing her the movement he wanted her to follow. Her heart raced and her breath left her body in heavier pants. Touching her breasts was one thing, touching between her legs was reserved for when she was alone. But Jack’s gentle direction was all the courage she needed, and when she took over, the pleasure was unlike any she had ever experienced.


    If someone had told her that morning when she awoke that she’d be involved with a Madewood, she would have laughed. And being kinky? Sterling Andrews didn’t do kinky. But the sight of Jack watching as she coaxed an orgasm from her body was sexy and thrilling, and pushed her hunger for him to an epic level.


    When he finally joined in, thrusting two fingers into her channel, she could barely hold it together. Her insides clamped down on his fingers and her legs shut tight around his hand, trying to heighten the sensation.


    “Jack!” She cried out and slumped back against the seat, her legs still gripping him tightly.


    He spread her legs open, his thumb grazing against the flesh of her thigh. “We have all night, baby,” he murmured seductively.


    He lifted off his heels and with his free hand grabbed the back of her neck, his fingers curling in her hair. “There’s plenty of time for me to give you pleasure. But first, take it for yourself. Fall over that edge. Let me watch you. Let me hear you scream.” And with that, he took her mouth in an explosive kiss.


    Unable to breathe, unable to stand the tension, she shattered into a million pieces. Arching into her release, she embraced the waves of her orgasm.


    He continued to kiss her as she came down from a state of ecstasy. When she finally focused, she kissed him back. Gripping his hair between her fingers and tugging him to her body, she focused on the sounds he made with his mouth.


    “I need to be inside you.” He could do whatever he wanted, because this time she wanted more. She wanted it all and everything he had to offer because boring, vanilla Sterling was out for the night.


    The words she wanted to say so desperately were on the tip of her tongue. Fuck me. But she couldn’t get them out.


    He gripped her hair at the nape and tugged her head back, exposing her neck, gliding his tongue along her skin.


    An overwhelming urge to push him back and straddle the sexy man who held her bubbled under her skin. This man made her feel things she thought were a myth. Maybe you just never found the right man. The right man should make you feel all these things.


    Just as she reached for his body, the ring, ring, ring of her phone interrupted them. Again.


    “Son of a gun,” Sterling whined. It was late. It could be an emergency. “I have to get this.”


    Jack let out a heavy breath and his head fell forward. She crawled to the other end of the limo to grab her phone. Surprised at her comfort level, her naked body revealed, as if a stranger in her own skin. A more outgoing stranger.


    She had expected to see Penn’s name displayed across the screen, but when she glanced at the brightly lit area, a strange number stared back at her. She sighed and hit the talk button.


    “Hello?”


    “Ms. Andrews. We’re calling about some suspicious activity on your credit card. Do you have a few moments?”


    That light feeling that fluttered in her stomach turned to lead. This call could only mean one thing. The moment she had been dreading for the last five years.


    She looked over her shoulder at Jack, who still had that come-hither look on his face. How the hell was she going to tell him that their night had just been trumped by a credit card?


     

  


  
     


    Chapter Four


    Sterling stormed inside the small Tudor-style home without knocking. She didn’t have to—her name was on the mortgage. “Mom? Dad?” she called from the front hallway.


    They had just interrupted her life—again. And at the worst possible time. She had been mortified at having to rush off. Jack seemed understanding, but she had remained tight-lipped and didn’t go into details about the situation.


    “We’re in the kitchen.” Her mother’s voice carried from the back of the house.


    Sterling kicked off her shoes and padded through the hallway, past the family room on her right and the pine staircase that led to the second floor on her left.


    When she entered, her mother scrambled to clean up a mess of papers on the kitchen table. “Sterling, honey, we didn’t expect you tonight.” Her mother spit out her words in flustered huffs of breath.


    Her father sat at the head of the table playing solitaire; his hair was cut close to his scalp, predominantly dark but graying at the sides. He hadn’t even acknowledged her arrival.


    “I was just in the area. The girls out?” she asked, directing the question to her mother. Her younger twin sisters, Surrey and Sidney—named after the last two cities they’d lived in—had been a surprise as well. In their junior year of high school, they were part of the reason she felt obligated to support her family. She wouldn’t wish her childhood on anyone, and if she had the means to provide her sisters with a stable and supportive environment, she’d do it.


    “Of course,” her father said. “They party too much. Just like you did.”


    She shook her head. She had never partied a day in her life. How soon he forgot that her late nights were spent working at movie theaters and fast-food restaurants. She wanted to believe that inside, under his prickly demeanor, he was a loving man. But she knew better.


    John and Leslie Andrews were high school sweethearts. Hippies who never grew out of the lifestyle. During her childhood they had moved Sterling from province to province. She’d never had the chance to make lasting friendships, never went to a school dance, never even kissed a boy until she had moved out on her own.


    It’d been a long time since she’d felt anything but obligation toward her parents. Call it the residual effects of being related to addicts. They were constantly trying to worm their way around the truth, spinning it to their advantage. Over the years, she’d learned to deal with their games. She didn’t want to stay here any longer than she had to, but first she needed the truth. And since they weren’t going to offer it up willingly…


    “Did you use my credit card?” she blurted.


    They both sat silent. One not looking at the other.


    “Mom?”


    Her mother looked up, sadness in her eyes. “I’m sorry Sterling. We…the girls needed a few things and I just couldn’t say no to them.”


    Sterling took a deep breath. It was for the girls. She sighed in relief. “So you haven’t started again? You’re not gambling?”


    “Of course not, dear.” Her mother reassured with a smile on her face. “We just didn’t want to bother you. We’ll pay you back.”


    She knew she’d never see the money again, but even the most organized people made mistakes. Sterling didn’t, but some people did.


    “I’m sorry.” Her mother did look sorry. Her father, on the other hand, still played his game.


    With that weight off her shoulders, Sterling glanced to the mess of papers on the other end of the table. Loose paper—an organizer’s bread and butter. “Let me help you with that, Mom.” She reached for a few pieces of paper to organize. “Remind me next time to bring you some file folders so you can—”


    “No!” her mother screeched. “Just leave that.”


    She retracted her hands, jolted by her mother’s high-pitched tone, but she already had a few of the papers in her grasp. She recognized the green logo and the red stamp that glared at her from across the page. Red stamps only meant one thing. And since her parents’ financial status was really her own, she needed to read that page.


    It was even worse than she had feared. The letter was a demand for payment. Payments for the mortgage Sterling co-signed because their credit sucked. The real reason why she held back on living her own life.


    She had thought her parents were well along in their recovery. She’d made sure that they attended the local rehab meetings she’d found for them. Although maybe they weren’t as effective as the website claimed. Now it seemed the shoe she had been waiting to drop finally came crashing to the ground. She had come here for a credit card charge and instead saw her financial future plummet.


    A heavy feeling grabbed at her insides as déjà vu sank in, a feeling she had thought she’d banished for good.


    She stiffly turned and stalked over to the sink. Opening the bottom cupboard, she pulled out the garbage can. She reached inside and moved around the contents. Sure enough, at the bottom of the bag was all the evidence she needed.


    Lotto tickets.


    There must have been twenty, maybe even thirty. Her heart sank. Disappointment overwhelmed her. She moved across the kitchen to the junk drawer. Sure enough, hidden in the back was a stack of scratch tickets wrapped in an elastic band—all of them brand-new.


    She slammed the drawer shut and threw the stack on the kitchen table. “I thought you had this under control?” Tears welled in her eyes. Her throat clenched.


    “I…” Her mother danced from side to side, transferring her weight from one foot to the other. She stared at her father, a desperate plea settling in the depths of her eyes.


    He placed the deck of cards on the table and finally acknowledged her presence by looking her directly in the eye. His look gave nothing away, his eyes locking her in a stare that was so practiced and stoic that she never knew the truth.


    “You’re gambling again.” A tear escaped and ran down her face. She couldn’t stop it. This scenario was all too familiar. All too disgusting. “How long has this been going on?”


    She looked at her mother, then her father. But neither of them looked at her. Instead they looked at each other as if silently corroborating their stories.


    She whipped the non-winning tickets in the garbage. Weren’t they supposed to be the adults? Weren’t they the ones who were supposed to be bailing her out of her financial mistakes? “Answer me.”


    Her mother jumped at the shrill sound of her voice. She didn’t even recognize it herself.


    “For a couple of months.” She sat in the old wooden chair and clasped her hands on the table.


    “Is it both of you?” she yelled. Maybe it was just her mother. Maybe if only one of them had fallen off the wagon the situation would be salvageable. There was only one way to find out.


    She knew all the hiding spots. She flung open the freezer door of the stainless steel appliance—the one that she bought when she signed a large contract with a law firm in the downtown area—removing a box of chicken fingers. Instead of frozen strips, she found her father’s notebook with his sports picks, the point spreads, and the amounts wagered listed in small, neat writing.


    She ran to the front of the house and grabbed her father’s jacket out of the closet. She searched inside the pockets and found what she’d been looking for. The small square tickets were like acid on her fingers. Race seven, ten-dollar box, seven, with two, three, nine. She crumpled them in her hands.


    The sight of the ticket stubs brought back so many bad memories. Eviction notices and missed opportunities. It had become apparent when she was twelve years old that her parents had a gambling problem. The twins had just been born and they’d just been kicked out of their fourth apartment in the Surrey area. She couldn’t wait until the day she could move out on her own. And as soon as she was able, she left her family and moved to Toronto to start a life for herself. She hated leaving them behind. She hated leaving her sisters, but needed to get out.


    She stomped back into the kitchen and threw the tickets on the table. “I see you’re both off the wagon.”


    “It’s none of your business what we do, Sterling. Last time I checked we’re the parents, not the children,” her father said.


    “Last time I checked, I’m the one paying your bills.” She fell into the chair and hung her head in her hands. She had loosened the leash on her parents once they’d proved they were better. In control. “How many months are you behind?”


    “Four,” her mother answered.


    Four. Not so bad. Two would have been better. At least it wasn’t like last time. Four months was doable.


    Her mother gave her a guilty look. At least one of them had the decency to feel bad. “Sterling, honey, we’re—”


    She shook her head. “Don’t. I refuse to listen to more excuses.”


    What was that saying? Fool me once, shame on you, fool me twice…


    “Family is there for one another,” her father said, looking up from his game. It was so nice of him to join the conversation. “Family doesn’t let family suffer.”


    There it was. The guilt. The reason it was so damn hard to say no. But tonight, she wasn’t in a very generous mood.


    “How are you possibly suffering?” she cried. “I’m the one who made sure you had a roof over your head, food on your table, extra money in your pocket. I’m such an idiot. I can’t believe I let you do this to me again.”


    “Sterling, we need money to—”


    “Get a job,” she yelled at her father. There was always some reason he couldn’t work. When his employers finally realized he was never going to rehabilitate and reenter the workforce, they would kick him off disability. He always had an excuse. “I am not an ATM. It’s not my job to support you.”


    “But how will we eat? How will we be able to do things?” her mother asked.


    “You mean how will you be able to gamble? Isn’t that what you really mean, Mother?” How was she related to these people? Could she really be the genetic result of their union?


    “You’d rather see us on the street?” her mother wailed. She had a flair for the dramatic. After all this time, how could she even think Sterling would let them wind up on the street? “Because that’s what’ll happen. We can’t live on my pittance of a salary.”


    “You won’t be on the street, Mother. I’ll take over the bill payments. I’ll give you a tiny amount to keep you going. I’ll fix your mistake.” She glared across the table at her father. “Again.”


    She was done here. Taking a deep breath, she stood and walked away.


    “Sterling, please,” her mother whined.


    But she didn’t stop. With her world crumbling around her, she left without another word. Her mother called after her, her voice a distant murmur. And when Sterling looked back at the house before she drove off, her mother stood in the doorway, her arms wrapped around her chest.


    Her parents had taken advantage of her again. She felt violated. But she had stood up to them. For the very first time.


    Overwhelming guilt nagged at her. How could she not help? They were her parents. Her family. But sometimes family needed to be put in their place.


    Shaking her head, she cursed at herself. And to think she left Jack Vaughn and his talented tongue for this. But something was different tonight. Maybe Jack had inspired more than just her desire for a one-night stand. Maybe this was the beginning of a whole new life.


    …


    Jack entered the large kitchen. The smell of garlic, pancetta, and cream greeted him with open arms.


    It was the first time in months the house had been filled with the savory smells of food. He hadn’t felt like cooking, at least not for himself, saving up all of his skills for the program. But last night had changed everything. He had come home renewed, inspired, and for the first time in a very long time, sexually frustrated.


    He placed the freshly picked parsley from his backyard garden on the counter beside the double sink and soaped up his hands. Washing away the dirt, he rinsed the parsley under cool water before setting it aside on a towel to dry.


    He approached the gas stove. Two stainless steel pots bubbled on the burners. The oversize stainless steel exhaust fan worked on a low setting above. He turned down the heat to the first pot, too much steam rising off the top of the smooth, creamy mixture of white bean and pancetta. It seemed as though his frustration had seeped into his cooking. He hadn’t scalded cream since he was seventeen.


    The second pot, potato and asparagus, held his favorite. The asparagus was fresh from the garden. The mini potatoes he dug up from the ground himself.


    Once the vegetables were cooked through, he picked up the small hand mixer and immersed it in the pot. The blade roared to life, emulsifying the vegetables, turning the soup into a thick consistency.


    These soups were the perfect complement to Cole’s new menu down at Bistro—a French-American fusion restaurant—and Jack hoped he’d offer it as the soup du jour.


    When the soup was smooth, he eased off the power and pulled out the mixer, laying it on the dark granite counter. With a slotted spoon, he stirred the contents one more time before turning off the burners. He’d let it sit before he took it to Cole.


    He cleaned up his mess, letting the rich smell of pancetta take over his senses. Just as Sterling had the night before. Having to leave her was torture. He was just getting started and barely had the chance to warm up. But she obviously had good reason to take off.


    There was no way he was going to get over his time with Sterling when it had been nipped in the bud so soon. He had so many more inches of skin to taste, so many more orgasms to coax from her. If she could inspire him this much in just a few minutes, imagine what he could do after spending an entire evening—a whole weekend—with her?


    He glanced around at his childhood home. Feelings of nostalgia got him every time at the sight of old pictures and furniture. There was a memory around every corner. Maybe he should stick around. Send someone else to Chicago to help with the restaurant.


    Jack shook his head. No. There was no one else. Besides, his life was no longer in Toronto.


    In reality, there was no place for him here, which was part of the reason he left. Neil handled the business end, including the gourmet food stores, and channeled his grief into a new project. Cole and Finn completely revamped the restaurants, infusing their own unique culinary viewpoints into each dish. So Jack had forged his own path, despite their disdain at his choice of business. Instead of fine dining he opened five of the best hybrid restaurants—gourmet food by day, club scene by night.


    He stalked out of the kitchen to the foyer and stared at the family photos that hung on the wall along the staircase. Memories of his mother, of the complete family he had not so long ago, saddened him, making his heart ache. He turned, taking in the look and smell of the lilies that sat on the hallway table. Then he glanced to his left, the red knitting bag beside the chair in the sitting room catching his attention. It hadn’t moved since his mother left it months ago.


    This house was a shrine. Probably the reason his brothers didn’t visit. It was even starting to take its toll on him. The place needed to be packed up. That was the only way for him and his brothers to recover from their grief. It was time to move on. Those memories needed to be put away, but not forgotten.


    This was a job he couldn’t do on his own. He didn’t even know where to start. He needed the help of a professional. A professional organizer.


    A wave of self-satisfaction washed over him as an idea took shape in his head. A heated wave that settled in his chest at the mere consideration. He would hire Sterling. Although he’d only met her last night, he trusted her. And she was Penn’s best friend—and Penn was obviously a good judge of character, since she kept Cole at a distance.


    Not only would hiring Sterling prove he had what it took to be a mature, forward-looking Madewood, but he’d also get to spend time with her. If she was packing up his mother’s things she’d be in his house, breathing the same air, in close proximity for him to lure her into his bed so they could finish what they started in that limo.


    His heart rate doubled at the memory of Sterling’s tiny whimpers and moans, the image of her perfect breasts and soft skin. It wasn’t only his heart rate that was affected. The front of his pants grew tight. As if someone pressed play on his brain, sounds and images bombarded him, like an endless recording on a permanent loop. And suddenly it wasn’t the heat from the stove that elevated the temperature of the house.


    He leaned heavily against the wall, his left hand grabbing at the erection that throbbed inside his pants. The plan was brilliant.


    Until he realized she’d be his employee. Sex with an employee wasn’t the most responsible, mature, Madewood thing to do.


    He thought of his brothers. Of their eye-rolling and sly grins. Of their guaranteed disapproval over Jack being involved with an employee. And he didn’t give two shits.


    Screw the Madewood thing to do. The thought of Sterling was just too tempting.


    He grabbed his phone. He didn’t have Sterling’s number, but he knew exactly where he could get it.


    Here’s to tying up loose ends. And the sex would be the cherry on top of a job well done.


    …


    Sterling sat in the comfort of her bathtub, the calming scent of lavender doing little to ease her nerves.


    Her parents hadn’t bothered to call once since she’d left their house last night. Penn, on the other hand, had called about thirty times. But Sterling needed some space. Some time to put things into perspective. Namely how the hell she was going to be able to trust her parents ever again.


    Not to mention the shame she felt for such an epic failure of an evening. Operation Exciting Sterling had been a bust. She almost had sex in the back of a limo! What could have possibly possessed her to consider such insane behavior with Jack Vaughn? Her little experiment was just that—an experiment. A failed one at that.


    She slid deeper into her bath and sighed. At least she was safe here.


    The ring of her phone broke the serene setting of her bathroom. She had a good hunch who was calling. She reached behind her to where her phone sat on the toilet seat.


    “I’m blissfully naked and trying to enjoy a bath. Make it quick, Penn.”


    A male voice chuckled. “Sterling?”


    She shot up, ripping away the towel from her face. “Who is this?”


    “Sterling, it’s Jack.” She could hear the smile in his voice.


    Shit.


    “Jack.” Sterling covered her exposed breasts, which were flushed red from a combination of mortification and the hot water. “Hi.” She looked down at her body. Why was she covering herself? It’s not as if he could see through the phone.


    “Penn gave me your number.”


    A call from the man she could never have: the perfect way to start the day. Could she feel any shittier?


    “I hope I’m not interrupting. Although…” His voice was low and seductive. “I love the image you just put in my head. Naked Sterling. Wet and—”


    “You’re not interrupting,” she blurted. The seduction in his voice was exactly what she did not need to hear. He must think her wanton. This was so not her. She swallowed hard. “Can I help you with something?”


    He laughed. “I wanted to talk to you about a job.”


    Okay. Not what she expected.


    “You said that you’re a professional organizer?”


    “Yes.” She settled back against the tub. The gentle whoosh of the water against her breasts made her nipples hard. She stifled a groan. “I have my own business.”


    “My mother’s house…” He paused. She knew exactly where this conversation was going.


    “My mother’s house needs to be packed up.”


    “Oh, um…I’m not really a packer.” She usually bit off a person’s head for assuming all she did was pack. But the resignation in his voice kept her pettiness in check. “It’s more my job to design space and suggest storage options.”


    “Well, I guess we need that, too. We don’t want to get rid of anything, just put it away.”


    There were worse jobs out there. But was putting herself right in the line of Jack Vaughn such a good idea? A man she’d almost slept with. The man who she had thrown experimental Exciting Sterling at. The man she was speaking to right now wearing nothing but bubbles. “Shouldn’t you and your brothers be going through her things? It seems to be kind of a sentimental job.”


    “Honestly, we don’t have the time, and…” Jack hesitated. “My brothers don’t know about this yet. It needs to be done and I can trust you.”


    “I’d have to think about it. I’m booked solid for the next three months and I really wouldn’t have the time to—”


    “I’ll pay you three times your going rate.”


    Shit! Jack Vaughn knew just what to say. The extra cash couldn’t have come at a better time. If she said yes, she’d have the mortgage payments paid up in no time. But there was only one problem that would put a kink in this brilliant opportunity. He thought she was a crazy one-night stand girl who liked dirty, kinky, back-of-a-limo sex with men she had just met. It didn’t matter that she couldn’t stop thinking about him. Her parents’ most recent financial bomb reminded her that she should stay in her boring, organized Sterling box.


    “Sterling?” Jack said. “Are you still there?”


    “I’m here.” Why wouldn’t she say yes? Because taking this job means you will never get to let loose your libido on Jack Vaughn. Sterling groaned. Now was not the time to think exciting, fun, and experimental. She needed this job. “If it’s not a problem with you, I could work for a couple of hours during the evening and on the weekends.”


    Evenings and weekends? That didn’t make her seem desperate, did it? And she wasn’t thinking about the money.


    “It wasn’t my intention to put you out.”


    “I think I can sacrifice some personal time.” Hopefully she wouldn’t regret this decision too much. “Penn has only the nicest things to say about all of you so…you have yourself a deal. Your mother’s things are safe with me.”


    “I have no doubt.”


    Silence. Awkward silence.


    “You rushed off pretty quickly last night.”


    Luckily, he saved her from having to embarrass herself. Again.


    “Is everything all right?” The seductive tone to his voice had softened.


    “Yes, just a little family emergency.” She needed to get her high-pitched squeal under control. It couldn’t be attractive. She cleared her throat and hoped he wasn’t looking for a better explanation. “Nothing I couldn’t handle.”


    She hoped he wasn’t going to bring up the possibility of them recreating what they had started in that limo. Well, she did. She wanted to cross her arms out in front of her, nod her head, and blink to turn back time. But that was just a one-night thing. Never to be repeated. And now that she had agreed to work for him, sex would be highly inappropriate.


    He cleared his throat. “I should probably give you the address.”


    “Um…” She looked around. There was no way she was equipped to write down anything at this moment. “Do you think you could e-mail me the information? I sort of don’t have access to a pen and…”


    “Oh. Right.” He chuckled. “I could always come over and write it down for you. Did you know that I can write the alphabet with my—”


    “How’s Monday at five o’clock?” This conversation needed to end before she died of embarrassment. Was it too late to take back her acceptance of the offer?


    He laughed, no doubt at her. “Five is perfect. I’ll have Penn send you the details. Thanks, Sterling.”


    “Bye, Jack.”


    She pressed the end button on her BlackBerry and placed it back on the toilet seat.


    Working for the Madewood family. One of the most prominent families in the city. She’d hit the big time.


    Except that being privy to the Madewood family heirlooms would only make her envious. What would her life be like if she hadn’t had to support and bail out her parents at every turn? She was perpetually on hold, stagnant, never moving forward, always lagging behind.


    But this surprise offer. This unexpected opportunity. Unexpected and surprising were her two least favorite words. The very things she had tried to avoid her entire life were now responsible for her sudden rush of good luck. All right, Jack Vaughn wasn’t so much good luck—more like right place, right time—and maybe this job offer was, too. And she didn’t intend to question either one.


     

  


  
     


    Chapter Five


    “I come bearing gifts.” Jack wheeled the wire cart around the corner into the kitchen of Bistro.


    Cole lifted his eyes, but not his head, as he stared from across the room. “Did you bring me string beans? I need the string beans.”


    Jack shook his head, a smile curving his lips. And people thought Neil was the grumpy one in the morning. “Yes, they’re in here.”


    Cole’s kitchen was clinical, all white and stainless steel, with the exception of the large wood-topped island in the middle of the room. His brand-new menu knocked the socks off the city’s crankiest of food critics. And he prepped for that menu while chopping celery at the wooden block.


    “Why are you so happy this morning?” Cole asked.


    Jack stopped the cart beside him. “It’s a beautiful morning. Isn’t that reason enough for me to be happy?”


    Cole gave him a curious look. He didn’t care what Cole might think—he felt good, damn it. And he had a feeling it had everything to do with the beautiful woman he’d met last night.


    “I brought you every ripe vegetable I could find this morning. And…” He pulled one of two stainless steel pots out of the cart. “I have two different soups you can offer today.”


    “Soup?” Cole finally stopped what he was doing enough to pay attention. “When did you make soup?”


    “This morning. I felt inspired.” Not to mention sexually frustrated. For the first time in a long time, he’d whacked off to ease the tension. The image of Sterling spread open for him in that limo? A sight he wouldn’t soon forget. Then she’d kicked up his fantasy to a ridiculous level when she disclosed that she was naked in the bathtub while talking to him on the phone. He was still patting himself on the back for his brilliant decision to hire her. She was soon going to be in very close proximity to continue exactly what they’d started.


    Cole put down his knife and grabbed a spoon out of the cylindrical holder. He removed the Saran Wrap and dipped it inside, scooping up a mouthful.


    Before he tasted, Jack said, “Potato and asparagus. It should still be warm.”


    Cole’s surprised look was a little unnerving. Jack was no rookie—he was just as good a chef as his three brothers. But his brother’s surprise turned into a smile. “This is great.”


    “Like I said, inspired.”


    Cole reached for another spoon and headed to the steel pot that contained the second soup.


    “White bean and pancetta.”


    Cole took another spoonful. “Does this have anything to do with Sterling?”


    “I enjoyed Sterling’s company.”


    Cole studied the soup instead of making eye contact. “Looked like you two got to know each other very well, and this one—” he swallowed and pointed with his spoon to the pot “—is even better.”


    Jack beamed. About the soup, not about the confession he had to make. “Actually”—admitting this was going to be difficult—“we didn’t have sex.”


    Cole threw the dirty spoons into the deep sink. “Two years ago, Sterling wouldn’t have stood a chance against your charm.” He wiped his hands on his white chef’s coat. Cole Miller, Executive Chef was embroidered in black across his left pec.


    “We were interrupted.” He leveled his gaze. Damn that phone call.


    “Sorry, bro. I couldn’t stop Penn from sweeping the boat.” Cole shrugged, showing no care or responsibility for Penn’s actions.


    “Actually, there was a second interruption. She had an emergency and had to go.”


    Cole laughed. “That’s a classic brush-off, if you ask me.” He returned to the island and picked up his knife to finish chopping. “Maybe you’ve just lost your touch.”


    “It was a real emergency.” He had confirmed it on the phone that morning. Besides, Sterling didn’t seem like the type to take her orgasms and run.


    “Gentlemen.” Finn wandered into the kitchen, his wide smile a huge contrast to the reaper on his black T-shirt.


    Neil dragged behind him, buttoned up in a suit and tie. “Jack? What are you doing here?” He headed straight to the dishwasher where his favorite black coffee mug with the chip at the bottom waited for him.


    Jack gestured to the cart. “I made a special delivery.”


    “Jack’s been up all night making soup,” Cole said, the suspicion in his voice apparent.


    “Why don’t I get any special deliveries?” Finn peeked inside the metal pots. “What’s cooking? I’m starving.”


    “Imagine that,” Neil said, as he poured himself a cup of coffee, then settled his back against the counter. “Finn’s hungry.” Jack found it rather odd that Neil could be so casual when his life was in such obvious distress, despite his responsible nature. He disappeared most nights, nowhere to be found, unable to be reached. Not to mention the fact that he’d crashed at least three bikes in the last four months. But Jack wasn’t supposed to know that.


    Finn shrugged off Neil’s comment with a smile and went directly for a bowl. It was a good thing he was a chef because the man was constantly hungry. How he remained so fit was a mystery.


    He took a taste of the white bean and pancetta. “This soup is off the charts,” he said. “Jack. I’m impressed. Any particular reason for your inspiration?”


    Remembering the reason the soup came into existence, a rush of heat spread through his body and settled in his groin. He clenched his fists, trying to stop the blood flowing from his brain to his cock.


    “I wondered the same thing when he waltzed in here whistling and smiling,” Cole said.


    “I know that look.” Finn snapped his fingers in front of Jack’s face, bringing him back to the conversation. “I take it Sterling crossed your mind last night?”


    She had been on his mind since he’d left her in that limo.


    “You mean Sterling almost ended up in his bed last night,” Cole corrected.


    “Almost?” Finn and Neil said in unison.


    That was last night. But almost wasn’t going to be in his vocabulary next week. Or the week after.


    He frowned inwardly. He had hired her to do a job and all he could think about was getting her into his bed. Shouldn’t he at least try to be professional?


    The three of them stared, waiting for an explanation. But Jack wasn’t in the mood to explain Sterling. Or what his plans were for her.


    “I need some sleep.” Jack headed for the back door.


    “Are you going to use all of these vegetables?” Finn asked.


    “Hands off,” Cole snapped.


    “Don’t be stingy,” Finn said. “Let me at least have the string beans.”


    Jack chuckled. He had missed his brothers. Sticking around to help out his family gave Jack the opportunity to spend more time with them, something he hadn’t done a lot of since he’d taken off to pursue his own ambition. Which had pissed his brothers off. And they’d probably be just as angry when he took off again. Not that pissing off his brothers had stopped him from doing things before. No, it was something else this time—someone that made the thought of staying tolerable…for a short while longer.


    Sterling Andrews.


    Their promise of one night had been interrupted. They had agreed it was just a one-night thing, but she was an itch left unscratched. And with the little knowledge he had, if she was going to be in his home, close enough that he could place his hands anywhere on her body, he knew without a doubt that one night wasn’t going to be enough.


     

  


  
     


    Chapter Six


    Sterling pulled into the long driveway that led to Vivian Madewood’s house. When she emerged through a tunnel of trees, the home in front of her took her breath away.


    It wasn’t a home, it was a compound. Gray brick, white shutters. Two pillars flanked the front door. Behind the house, and on either side, were buildings with the same façade. Maybe a guesthouse or a garage—or both.


    The rolling front lawn, lush and green, continued to the edge of the property, where it was fenced off from the rest of the street. Purple, pink, and white flowers grew over two oversized pots by the front door.


    She came to a stop at the top of the roundabout and threw her gearshift into park. While turning off the engine, she got a tickle in her stomach at the thought of seeing Jack. She couldn’t stop from triple-checking herself in the rearview mirror. What she looked like shouldn’t matter. She was just here on business. Purely professional, nothing else.


    She glanced at her watch—it was five, but she didn’t see any other cars in the driveway. She stepped out of her practical compact car and smoothed down the front of her khaki skirt, grabbed her purse and files from the back seat, and trotted up the front steps. The singsong chime of the doorbell sounded. When it finally opened, she fully expected an employee to answer, a maid or butler, or someone of that nature. Instead Jack stared back at her, looking as though he’d just woken up. His feet were bare, and for some reason, she felt as if she were intruding. But when he realized it was her, he smiled wide.


    In the light of day the man was no less sinful, dressed in jeans and a white T-shirt that showed off his tattoos—and there were a lot of them. This was the first time she’d gotten a glimpse of most of his arm. He was sex on a stick and she wanted to lick him like a lollipop.


    Focus! You’re here to do a job. But she couldn’t seem to tear her eyes away from his biceps. Oh god, Boring Sterling didn’t ogle client biceps. But Penn’s voice took over her brain, coaxing her to bring out her exciting side. She tamped down her desire. Only Boring Sterling from here on forward.


    He ducked his head and caught her stare. “Hi.”


    “Hi,” she squeaked. She cleared her throat, fought her rising blush, and tried again. “Hi.”


    “Come in.” He waved his hand behind him and she walked across the threshold.


    The sweet scent of cookies and fresh flowers filled her nostrils. A beautiful summer arrangement sat in a large glass vase on a hallway table to her right—white lilies the star of the display.


    She inhaled deeply. “It smells wonderful in here.”


    “Ginger cookies. They’re almost done.”


    “Those are beautiful flowers.” A woman would pick those flowers. There must be a maid—or he wasn’t unattached, as she’d originally thought.


    “My mother loved having fresh flowers in the house. I just got into the habit of buying an arrangement every week.”


    “You live here?” This unexpected and surprising opportunity was looking more complicated by the minute.


    “For the moment.”


    She nodded. He’d moved back in after his mother died. Sadness settled in his eyes but he shook it off with a swipe of his hand through his dark hair.


    As if his gesture washed away his emotion, he smiled, a satisfied grin that traveled all the way to his eyes.


    Heaven help me. She wasn’t supposed to get involved, but doing her job, in this house, where Jack Vaughn lived, was going to be difficult. “I feel like I’m intruding on family business. Believe me, I know how insane that can get.”


    “You’re not intruding at all.” He moved closer, his shoulders relaxed, his gait confident. “This is a great opportunity for us to become friends.”


    Friends? She wanted to be anything but friends with Jack Vaughn. Stop it, Sterling.


    “So…you’ll be here. When I’m here. All the time.” Was she asking as the professional organizer trying to manage her time, or to confirm just how hard she would have to work to avoid him? There was no way she’d be able to focus with him in the same room.


    “I’ll be working a few shifts here and there, but yes, I’ll be at the house.” That satisfied smile darkened to something a little more intense. Something that sparked a fire in the region she was supposed to be ignoring. “It’ll be nice to have the company.”


    Right. Lonely. He didn’t know anything about being lonely. She was positive that his BlackBerry was filled with names of gorgeous models he’d dated over the years.


    He leaned against the hallway table, crossing one foot over the other. Heaven help her. The man was sexy. “What exactly will you do?”


    “Oh, um…” He sure did like to switch gears. She got back to business. “I’ll take an inventory of your mother’s things and then figure out a plan for storage, disposal, and donation if necessary.”


    “Sounds good.” He raised his hand and gestured to the staircase. “Would you like a tour of the house?”


    “I’d love a tour.” She grabbed a notebook and pen from her bag and followed him across the foyer, which had a fifty-foot ceiling. The walls that surrounded them curved inward as they got closer to the top.


    “This is the sitting room that no one sat in until we came along.” He gestured to a stylish room with a white fabric couch and three matching wingback chairs. A fireplace in the center of the far wall was surrounded by a white mantel. Sterling admired the framed photographs of Vivian Madewood and her boys displayed across the top.


    “White furniture and teenage boys?” she asked. “Your mother was a brave woman.”


    “Or she had really great fabric cleaner.” He grinned. “The furniture is only a couple of years old.”


    He took her through the rest of the first floor—the dining room had an old-world table that sat at least twelve people. Ornate china and silver were housed in a carved hutch and buffet. The kitchen was a chef’s dream. Counter space galore, a Sub-Zero refrigerator, two stovetops, two wall ovens, and the biggest exhaust fan she’d ever seen outside of a professional kitchen.


    “How many hours did you and your brothers spend in this kitchen?”


    He ran his hand across the granite countertop. “We spent more time in here than we did sleeping. It calmed us somehow.” He stopped and rested his back against the edge of the counter. She lost him for a moment or so, his brain no doubt thinking back to some good memories.


    They continued on the first floor past the gym, which held more equipment than the Y she visited on occasion. He led her into the most elaborate den she’d ever seen. A screen took up an entire wall. A leather couch was arranged directly in front of it, and off to the sides and behind were several La-Z-Boy chairs. Large speakers were mounted inside the walls around the room. Along the left wall were floor-to-ceiling shelves filled with DVDs.


    “Wow. I bet you never went to the movies. You didn’t have to.” She ran her hand along the back of one of the chairs. She didn’t even have a television until she was fourteen. And even then, it was a puny twenty inches, and only watchable when the bunny ear antennae were feeling up to it.


    “We had a lot of fun in here.” He laughed. “This is where we used to bring girls. We had a running bet on which one of us could get the furthest…” He stopped, a small grin appearing on his face. “That’s not really important.”


    Laughing, she gripped the back of the chair. He had no reason to be ashamed. “I bet you were the first one.”


    He only smiled.


    “And your mom was all right with what went on in here?” She found it hard to believe that a woman like Vivian Madewood would agree to teenage fornication in what was supposed to be a family room.


    “She wasn’t home every minute of every day.” He gave her a guilty look. Like a kid who’d just stolen a cookie from the jar. “Besides, as long as we weren’t on the street living the lives we escaped, I don’t think she would have cared about a little teenage sex.”


    “There’s always a double standard, isn’t there?”


    “Maybe. But Vivian would never stand for disrespect. And although it may sound crude what we did in here, only one of us sealed the deal. Although I won’t tell you who.” He winked then grabbed her hand. “Come on, let me show you upstairs.”


    They headed back across the foyer to the rounded staircase. Along the white walls hung pictures of the family. The majority were pictures of the boys, alone and together. A strong, fearsome foursome. She wondered if they had always been so happy. One picture in particular caught her attention. Jack as a teenager—far less tattooed but still inked—standing next to Vivian and wearing his graduation cap. Vivian’s smile in the picture was so genuine, and her eyes sparkled with pride. She hugged Jack with the love of a mother. So tiny and petite, she fit right in under his armpit.


    “That’s one of the best memories I have.” He sidled up to her on the step and wiped his finger across the top of the silver frame.


    “Your mom was a beautiful woman. You look happy,” she added.


    “I didn’t think I’d ever graduate from high school. But Mom made sure of it.”


    She loved that they called her Mom. One would think coming into a home as a teenager would douse any chance at the Mom card, but Vivian Madewood was obviously a special woman.


    “That was also the day I decided to become a chef like my brothers. Like the man who might have been my father had he still been alive.”


    He gestured farther up the wall to a picture of a man. Strong jaw and chin, dark eyes and hair. Handsome. Arthur Madewood. Below hung a picture of Arthur and Vivian on their wedding day.


    “Don’t they look like they belong in a 1940s film? I’ve never seen a more attractive couple,” she said. “I wish I could have met her.”


    “I wish you could have met her, too.” He stepped down, bringing himself closer, the air hanging heavily around them.


    He brushed the back of his fingers across her cheek. Her mouth parted at his touch. Her eyes fluttered closed, and her head slanted to get closer to his warm hand. Her body betrayed her. She was supposed to be strong, professional, but never had a simple touch from a man been so potent, or had the ability to cause her entire nervous system to short circuit.


    What was she thinking? You can’t have the hots for your boss, Sterling. No way. No how.


    But the bigger question, the burning question, remained: why was he touching her?


    They’d agreed on one night and one night only. Yet here, on this staircase, she had the distinct impression that their encounter was nowhere near complete. She broke eye contact and he hustled up the stairs.


    They toured the second-floor library and the attic. She had her work cut out for her. But the stress of trying to figure out a plan disappeared when she walked into the bedroom that belonged to Vivian Madewood.


    Gold. Wood. Heavy floral tapestry. Her bedroom looked like the set of a historical romance movie. “Wow.”


    “You like it?”


    Sterling looked over at him. “Who wouldn’t?”


    He had a repulsed look on his face. “Uh…me. And my brothers. We always joked that Liberace puked up the furnishings for this room.” He chuckled.


    “You know that Liberace was all sparkles and sequins, right?”


    He smiled. “I do now.”


    A king-size bed lay in the middle of the room with a heavy red duvet. A long dresser sat against the left wall with an oval mirror attached. The en suite bathroom was in the corner of the room, and to the right, double doors, partially open, invited her to venture inside and see what other treasures awaited.


    “Is that the closet?” she asked.


    Jack nodded and gestured to the door. “Take a peek.”


    Her stomach tingled with anticipation as she approached the doors. She’d once seen photos of Vivian’s closet in a feature article of Toronto Life magazine. Although Penn would be the one to know designers without even looking at the label, Sterling could still appreciate the clothing, especially since she had never, ever, owned her own piece of high-end fashion. It was a dream that seemed so far away. A dream she didn’t think would ever happen. Not if her parents kept screwing her over financially. But now was not the time to be thinking about that.


    She pushed open the double doors and the space lit up immediately, no need to even flick a switch. The colors were just as rich, the clothing just as elaborate as the magazine photos had shown, and it took her breath away.


    The space was much too big to be considered a closet. More like a room. Clothing lined both sides and the far wall. In the middle on both sides, a unit made up of shelves housed hundreds of shoes. Red soles peeked out from the bottoms of a few pairs and others were blinged out with double Cs affixed to the tops. Black, silver, gold, and pink. High heels, flats, sandals, and strappy elegance. Oh yes, Carrie Bradshaw would be drooling at the sight of this hidden sanctuary.


    She slid hanger after hanger of designer clothing along the metal poles, admiring the elaborate colors and designs in this monumental, spectacular closet. Penn would have a severe case of the green-eyed monster if she ever walked through here.


    “I’ve never seen anything like this.” She looked over at Jack, who stood in the doorway with a smile on his face. “At least not in real life.” This closet was the work of one woman, over years and years of gracing the most prestigious and elite parties in the city. Money may not be able to buy love…but it definitely bought a closet full of things that could take its place.


    He walked farther into the room. “This is one of the rooms I’m having trouble deciding what to do with.” He ran his hand along the color-coded line of clothes.


    There was only one thing to do with a wardrobe like this when all you had were men to hand things down to. “It should be donated to charity, don’t you think?”


    “That’s a great idea.”


    Her heart skipped a beat. He was open to charity. A definite product of his environment.


    She opened one of the drawers affixed to the unit. Lacy undergarments stared back at her. She quickly shut the drawer—there was a fine line after all, and going through a strange man’s mother’s underwear was crossing it.


    “She liked to support local designers, but the stuff back there was too edgy for her taste.” He pointed to a section of the closet in the corner, filled with bright colors, shorter-cut dresses, and styles that were definitely more Penn. “This is one of the times I wish we had a sister. She’d take all of this and it would be done.”


    “Women would kill for this stuff.” She raced to another part of the room, to a small section of dresses. Her eye caught on a floor-length gown. “This looks like something Jackie Kennedy would wear.”


    “It’s old?”


    “Not old, Jack. Vintage.” She held up the dress against her body in front of the full-length mirror and admired herself. “Ever seen footage of women lined up outside of a designer warehouse sale? They trample each other. Literally. People end up in the hospital.”


    Jake laughed.


    “You think I’m joking?”


    He held up his hands in defense and grinned.


    She could stare at that grin all day, every day, for the rest of her life. She shook off the thought. Her eyes traveled down the length of his body. When she got to his hand, she remembered… “Oh, how is your hand?” She lunged forward, nearly tripping as she folded the dress over her arm, but stopped before she got too close. She took his hand in order to inspect the bandage. He’d replaced it with one of his own.


    “It’s just fine.” He stepped closer. “Thanks to you, I avoided infection.”


    “Glad I could help.” She took a step back. Unfortunately, the top half of her body didn’t follow suit. Her head and chest still soaked up the power of the sexy man standing before her.


    He stepped closer still. “Do you think—” The beep of a digital timer interrupted his words. “Shit! The cookies. Just…” he tensed. “Stay right here.”


    She let go of his hand and he stepped out of the closet, not turning his back to her until he cleared the doorway.


    How many years had it been since she felt the butterflies? The tickle of excitement at the thought of a man? But these were super butterflies. Gigantic oversize, hyped-up-on-steroids butterflies. Was that because of Jack? Was it because she was in the most amazing home with the most eclectic collection of things and the most fabulous closet in the entire world that gave her the butterflies? Had to be. He was hot, in that bad-boy-with-tats-and-a-colorful-past kind of way.


    Jack Vaughn wasn’t the commitment type of man. Maybe for the next little while, Sterling wouldn’t be that kind of woman, either.


    She needed to get back on her own horse. And boy did she need someone to saddle her up good. And fast. And hard. And—shut it, Sterling. Pull up your professional pants and get back to work.


    With him downstairs, she continued to look around the amazing closet. Her eyes rested on an unopened designer shoebox placed demurely on the edge of one of the shelves. She couldn’t resist. Sterling tentatively glanced back toward the door and then peeked inside the box. A brand-new pair of purple, strappy stilettos stared back at her. There was no way a woman who wore vintage Jackie Kennedy would’ve bought these puppies for herself.


    She hung up the dress, kicked off her sensible flip-flops, and reverently withdrew the shoes from the box before sliding her feet inside the straps. She didn’t need to fasten the clasp in order to get the effect. She admired her feet in the long mirror, twisting and turning in the light.


    Thoughts of riches and leisurely time spent on a yacht with champagne and not a care in the world were so easy to believe when you wore a symbol of the elite. What she wouldn’t give to know just for one day what it felt like to be the person who could afford these shoes.


    A low growl sounded from the doorway. “Take those shoes off.”


    She froze, her heart leaping into her throat. How was it possible the sexy sound of his voice scared her and excited her all at the same time? She tensed, not wanting to face him for fear of his anger. Her carelessness was completely unprofessional. But she also tightened in all the right places, a wave of heat breaking out across her skin, just waiting for his next command.


    “I’m sorry,” she whispered. She bent and tore the shoes from her feet. “This is so unprofessional. I should never have touched the shoes, I—”


    His gaze was too intense. She couldn’t help but back away when he stalked forward. He cursed under his breath.


    “I’m sorry, Jack. I didn’t think of your feelings. I’m sure it hurts to see—”


    “It hurts. You have no idea how much it hurts.” He stepped closer and this time, she didn’t back away, remorse and compassion evident in his eyes. “And something else, too.”


    Her breath caught.


    “All I want to do is strip you down and have your legs wrapped around me as I drive into you.” He grimaced but his look was enough to draw a small gasp out of her. The desire pooling in his eyes was as deep as she’d seen on the boat. “We should finish what we started.”


    His words were the secret fantasy she had longed to hear. Only air escaped from her mouth. How had he rendered her speechless already?


    “Don’t you think we should finish what we had going on in that limo?”


    “Um…” Despite the exuberant “yes” that played over and over again in her head, she couldn’t. She’d solidified that when she agreed to take on this job. But there was also the fact that she was pathetic in the fling department. Been there, failed that. She didn’t think her ego could take another hit.


    “Sterling.” He traced his finger along the line of her jaw. “Let me have you.” He reached for her hand, the one that didn’t hold his mother’s shoe.


    “I…I’m working for you.” Could they step over the line and continue to remain professional? “It’s a bad idea.”


    “Is that what your brain tells you?” He directed her hand to his mouth. “Is that what the other parts of your body tell you?” He kissed each knuckle, slowly, with gentle swipes of his tongue. “I have a feeling you disagree with everything your brain is telling you right now.”


    A tiny whimper escaped her.


    He stepped a little closer and ran his nose along her neck, inhaling deeply. She shivered at the touch of his lips against her skin.


    “Please, Sterling, let me have you,” he whispered. “Let me finish what we started. I can give you so much pleasure. I can help you find what you’re looking for.”


    This was the first time a man had ever practically begged to get inside her pants. And how odd that it was coming from Jack, the sexiest, richest, hottest man she had ever encountered. He wanted her. And she just couldn’t believe it.


    “Why me?” She exhaled sharply. “What do you want with me?”


    “Why not you? You’re a beautiful, sexy woman, and truthfully, I haven’t been able to stop thinking about you.”


    It didn’t make sense. The girl wearing the khaki skirt and flip-flops didn’t end up with the bad boy.


    “You can have anyone you want. Why waste your time with someone like me?”


    “You don’t look in the mirror much, do you?”


    “Look, I’m going to be working for you and I need…” She stopped herself. There was no reason for him to know she was desperate. That she needed the money. He would probably kick her out of his home if he knew she was the perfect definition of a gold digger—even if she went about it honestly through valid employment. But right now, at this moment, her aching libido didn’t give a rat’s ass about the money. Was it worth the risk of ruining the reputation she’d built?


    He grabbed at the neck of his shirt and pulled it over his head.


    Sweet. Mother. Mary. So worth it.


    He was like a real-life magazine ad. Chiseled, tanned, with a soft sprinkling of dark hair and the tattoos. His left arm was inked from wrist to shoulder. Dark swirls of black, flowers, all interwoven in an intricate design. A panther prowled down his right forearm. Scrollwork peeked up over his shoulder on the right side. Would it be rude to ask him to turn so she could better admire him? Sterling never thought she could like tattoos so much, let alone find them downright sexy.


    She’d felt the ripple of his abs under his shirt when he’d pressed her up against the boat. She’d gotten a sneak peek of his ink when he’d rolled up his shirtsleeves to help her pick up the broken glass. But the image she’d built up in her head was nothing compared to the real thing.


    “Like what you see?”


    My God, yes.


    Sterling tightened her fists and lowered her eyes. She needed a minute. Just one minute to collect her thoughts without the sight of this sexy man clouding her sense of judgment. And then it hit her. He was only a man. Right here, right now, he wasn’t a celebrity or sex god or any other stereotype he’d been labeled with. He was just a man.


    Taking a deep breath, she raised her eyes and groaned. Nope. Nuh-uh. He wasn’t like any other man she’d ever seen before.


    “Are you turned off by my tattoos?” Challenge flittered across his face, but only for a second.


    “No! I…” Want to run my tongue along every line of those markings. “I like them. But that’s not what I meant when I said I’ve never been with a man like you before.”


    He slipped a condom out of his wallet and placed it on one of the shelves. It seemed she wasn’t the only one who was always prepared.


    “I’ve never been with a man with…”


    He undid the buckle of his belt.


    She swallowed hard. “…tattoos, but I meant…”


    The belt hung loose on both ends as he undid the top button of his jeans, then the plick, plick, plick of the rest of the buttons on his fly echoed within the closet. He revealed his black underwear. She stood stock-still. She wanted this man with an intensity she’d never felt before.


    And it was the very reason she feared him.


    “You don’t want me,” she said through gritted teeth.


    “Why wouldn’t I?”


    Her eyes roved the impressive male body. His erection pushed against the material of his boxer briefs, thick and long. There was no way it could be as impressive as the rest of him. He had to have some kind of flaw. His penis. It had to be his penis.


    “You know…” His hand found her cheek and he cupped her jaw, his thumb rubbing lightly against her cheek. “I might just be exactly what you need to get yourself back in the game. It’s time we both started living and nothing makes you feel more alive than a good fuck.”


    “You would be a good…” She lowered her gaze. What did she have to lose? Obviously, the man wanted her. She could tell by peeking at his boxers. She was fully aware of his motivations, so there was no possible way she could get hurt. No matter how good the “no-strings, no-commitment” sex would be with this man, she’d keep her distance.


    “I’ve never had any complaints,” he coaxed.


    He was breaking out the big guns. Using the fact that he was über-talented with his…equipment.


    “I want to make love to you, slow and steady, memorize every inch of you.” He stepped as close as he could without pressing their bodies together. “Let go, Sterling. Let me in.”


    Her head spun with his closeness and just like that all rational thought flew right out of the closet.


    “I just want to see one thing.” She unconsciously held her breath as she slid her hands inside the elastic of his boxers and drew them down, exposing his length. She let out a heavy breath, partly out of relief, partly out of desire. It was just as she had suspected. His penis was exquisite. She hadn’t seen very many penises in her life and she doubted the number would grow exponentially after him, but none of them made her stomach tight with excitement. Not one of them made her long to touch, to taste.


    Would it have been a deal breaker if his package hadn’t matched the rest of his perfect body? Good thing she didn’t have to make that decision. Because at this moment, the sincerity in his eyes told her everything she needed to know. This man would take her to the heights of pleasure, a place she’d always longed to go. And so help her, she was going to join him there.


    For some reason, Boring Sterling vanished when Jack Vaughn was around. They would finish what they started. Maybe then, she’d be able to work alongside him and not wonder what it would be like to have her legs wrapped around him.


    She licked her lips, dropping to her knees.


    “Sterling…”


    She’d never enjoyed giving blow jobs. It was always a chore. Always something that had to be done to please someone else. But if she took Jack’s hard length into her mouth she’d be pleasing herself.


    And wasn’t that what her life was all about now?


    …


    Jack stared down at the beautiful woman on her knees in front of him. This wasn’t the position he intended when he’d propositioned her. Which was a no-brainer. Walking into the closet, seeing her trying on those shoes—the excitement in her eyes worked as an aphrodisiac. Employee or not, he wasn’t letting her get away this time.


    Her hands massaged his thighs as she watched him intently, taking in every nuance of his manhood.


    The sight of Sterling on her knees, the sight of her hand gripping his cock, her mouth only inches from his length, had his heart pounding against his ribs and his blood simmering. He was ready to erupt at the simple touch of her tongue. She leaned forward and licked, a slow glide from the base, and when she reached the tip she made a noise. A sweet, sexy, mumbled little noise that caused him to swell. She repeated her action, slow, then fast, winding her tongue around the tip. Christ she was good at this.


    Finally, the warmth of her mouth took in his entire length. She rested for a moment, then swallowed, the back of her throat tickling his tip. His thighs clenched and his hips jerked forward. He needed to feel that warmth, needed to know she was taking him in as much as she could. She allowed him to stay buried in her mouth as she breathed through her nostrils, the tiny wisps of air tickling his pelvis.


    She finally pulled back, slowly, her tongue gliding along the underside of his shaft. And just when he thought she was done, she thrust her mouth down hard to the base, her hand squeezing his balls in a steady rhythm.


    Her mouth felt too good. Just as he’d imagined based on their too-brief first night together. But this wasn’t what he wanted right now. This wasn’t what he needed.


    He wanted to feel the squeeze of her core, the contraction around him as he brought her to orgasm. He stepped back, his cock slipping out of her mouth with a pop. She licked her lips. They were plump and red, desire heavy in her eyes.


    “This isn’t what I want.” He dragged her up by her shoulders. Her face changed, desire slipping away, replaced by anxiousness.


    He glanced down to the purple shoes she’d dropped to the floor. “You’re going to put those shoes back on, because I’m going to make love to you now.”


    Trying to turn away from him and face the shelves, she trembled, but his hold on her hair prevented her from moving.


    He took a moment. He needed a damn moment. Watching this woman let go, the tremble he set off in her body, was powerful. And his need for her was unlike anything he’d ever felt before. This encounter took on a dreamlike quality. Everything around him was hazy. The only thing in focus was Sterling and her soft body, ready and willing to give over to him. And he was going to take it.


    “Jack?” She eyed him with confusion. He released her hair and backed away, giving her space to comply with his demand. She placed the shoes on her feet.


    He made his move. His lips brushed against hers, soft, plump, perfect for grabbing between his teeth. He loved her full lips. Their breaths mingled, and he reached to cup the back of her neck. He tangled his fist in her hair, the long, dark strands wrapping around his fingers like silk.


    Their lips pressed together. At first lightly. But when he pressed their bodies closer, tighter, she melted into him, her hips jutting forward, bracing herself against him. He rolled his tongue over her lips and she opened for him.


    His left hand held her hair at the nape of her neck. His other hand gripped her hip, then traveled lower to cup her tight, perfect bottom. He deepened the kiss, and before he knew it he was devouring her, inhaling the scent of her, the feel of her.


    But it wasn’t enough. Releasing his grip, he stepped back and undressed her, beginning with the first button of her blouse, working his way down until it hung wide open, her white lacy bra a welcome sight. When his finger caressed the line of the fabric, her breath caught.


    Her chest rose and fell heavily under his touch and when he raised his eyes to meet hers, he knew she was lost in the moment. She had surrendered to pleasure.


    She grabbed the sides of her blouse and ripped it off, letting it fall to the floor. Unable to stand it, he grabbed the top of the bra cups and yanked it down, her wonderful breasts spilling out over the top. He squeezed and kneaded, then his mouth closed over one of her stiff peaks. He tugged with his teeth, and she arched into him.


    She grabbed the back of his head, pushing his mouth against her body before her hands traveled down, along his spine. Jack straightened as she slid along his skin to his ass. She squeezed. He ached to be inside her. She moaned when he pressed his erection into her stomach.


    He slowed the kiss, his breath ragged, his heart pounding. God he’d missed this, the intensity that came with being intimate with a woman. But he’d never been intimate, not really. It’d always been sex. Just sex. Although this, this feeling in the pit of his stomach, was unexpected. She opened her eyes, slowly, focusing on him through heavy lids. Her cheeks flushed pink, her pouty lips swollen from his kisses. She was ready for him.


    He was done with seduction. He was ready for the main event. “I need to be inside you.”


    Relief took over her face. She leaned forward and captured his lips, her hands cupping his jaw, kissing with intense ferocity. She ripped her mouth away from his. “I need you, too.”


    He lifted the hem of her skirt and rubbed her through her panties—she was fiery and wet against his hand. There was still too much fabric between them. Panties and skirt dropped to the floor in that order, leaving her completely exposed.


    When he had the condom in place, he grasped her bottom and lifted, pushing her against the shelves that housed the hundreds of shoes. Her legs wrapped around his hips, and her arms swung out to catch the shelves.


    “What happened to slow and steady?” she asked, her lips nipping at his.


    “Next time.” There was no time for slow and steady. He needed her, right now, at this moment.


    His cock rubbed against her center and she reached down to guide him. They both groaned as he plunged inside.


    He watched the gentle slide of his cock as it disappeared inside her core with every thrust. She felt so good. Too good. Lifting his head, he watched her, eyes shut tight, bottom lip caught between her teeth. He needed to make this good for her, but when the pointy heels dug into his ass, something broke inside him.


    “Sterling?” Christ. He was about ready to explode.


    Her fingers took his chin and she pulled his head toward her. He focused on her eyes. “Lean back,” she panted.


    He took a small step away from the shelf, and her hand moved down to rub her clit. She was so beautiful, so freaking sexy, totally blowing his mind. He shook his head, trying to stop the rush of his pleasure from spilling out before she reached her climax, but also to shake away the thoughts that she put inside him. Thoughts no woman had ever inspired. He feared it wasn’t just his lack of stamina that she noticed in his stare.


    She bit her nails into his skin. “Jack,” she cried out. “Oh, wow.”


    Her legs tightened around him and he thrust harder, the bite of the heel exactly what he wanted. Finally, the rhythm of her orgasm pulsed around him and months of sexual tension poured out of him. She had given him everything that he wanted. That he wanted. Shit! He’d been so hungry for her that he couldn’t slow down long enough to give her what she wanted. What she needed.


    When their breathing had calmed, he set her down. She wobbled and he held her close, until she kicked off the heels.


    “I’m sorry, Sterling,” he whispered against her shoulder.


    She giggled. “You’re apologizing?”


    “I just took from you. You said you gave and gave and I just turned out to be as bad as the people who use you.” He stepped away.


    She made no move to cover her naked body. It glistened with a light sheen of sweat. “Believe me, I am very pleased right now. And I think I’m the one who used you.”


    He gave her his best are you kidding me? look. He had to make it up to her. She’d told him she was on a mission to find herself. And before he had to leave here and take care of his own business, why not help her indulge that self? They had four weeks before he was due back in Chicago to relieve his GM… What did they have to lose?


    A hell of a lot. Sterling was his employee now and he’d just majorly broken the don’t-sleep-with-your-employee code. She was a good girl and he’d just corrupted and pushed until she’d caved. There he went, putting his own selfish needs before everyone else’s. But she’d admitted she needed to have some fun. Maybe there was a way to maintain a business relationship and have fun, too?


    A proposition solidified in his mind. “You’re going to be here on weekends, right?”


    She nodded and lifted her bra cups back into place. Disappointment shot through him as her delicious skin was hidden from his view, piece by piece.


    “What do you say we indulge Exciting Sterling on Saturday nights?”


    She gave him a curious stare. “I’m listening.”


    “I have four weeks until I need to take off again. For the next four Saturdays, you belong to me.”


    Shock and excitement registered on her face. “Belong…to you?”


    “All week you can be Boring Sterling. On the weekends we’re going to indulge your fantasies. But I have one stipulation.”


    She folded her arms across her chest. “What about my stipulations?”


    Of course she had stipulations. She was probably formulating a list in her mind at this very moment.


    “Me first.”


    “Okay.”


    “If you accept, you have to leave everything at the door. Forget what you’ve been told, all the preconceived notions of who Sterling is, and just enjoy.”


    She hesitated for only a moment before she said, “What about the job? You just hired me. I only wanted a one-time thing and I—”


    “Let’s make it a four-week thing and I promise you, we’ll work by day, and play by night. The two shall never overlap.”


    Her lip curled up and she bit down. She wasn’t buying his brand of bullshit. She was too smart for that, but he smiled when she stepped forward and poked her finger at his chest. “Sex is not payment.”


    He nodded. Money was not his number one concern. There was so much they could do. So many places they could go. He had the world at his fingertips and he wanted nothing more than to show her the best time of her life.


    “And this is strictly a fact-finding mission. I’m not looking for love and I’m not looking to appease another man’s needs.”


    He held his hands up in defense. “No strings attached. Come on, Sterling. Do we have a deal?” His stomach danced in anticipation of her answer.


    She chewed on her thumbnail, cocking her head. “And what exactly would this fun entail? Would we be—”


    He placed his finger against her lips. Silly woman. Always thinking. He was going to have to fix that. “If I told you what we’ll be doing it wouldn’t be a surprise. And where’s the fun in that?”


    “I need to have fun,” she said. It wasn’t a question. She was trying to convince herself. “You can make that happen.” Nervousness rippled off her body.


    “I’m going to help you let go.” He brushed a strand of hair away from her face. “And do you know where the most difficult place to let go is, Sterling Andrews?”


    She shook her head, her eyes widening.


    “The bedroom.” He grinned. “I have a feeling that’s where you’re going to need the most tutelage.”


    There was nothing wrong with a little sex, fun, and no strings to reward a long day’s work. And he planned on working Sterling hard—in and out of the bedroom.


     

  


  
     


    Chapter Seven


    Sterling walked into the fluorescent-lit building with a lump in her throat. When she’d spoken to Rose Jennings—her mortgage specialist at the bank—yesterday, she got the impression things weren’t going to run as smoothly as she’d anticipated. Something in Rose’s voice set off a warning bell. Not to mention the fact that Rose had been hounding her to visit the branch to talk about renewal terms.


    Sterling couldn’t figure out what the problem was. She’d paid half of the arrears. It depleted her emergency fund and only confirmed the reason she had an emergency fund in the first place. And it wasn’t because of her own stupidity.


    She’d also changed the automatic payment information to her personal account. With Sterling in charge again, there was no way for her parents to fall behind, and their deal to keep them in a comfortable lifestyle until her sisters graduated from high school would remain intact.


    But when she sat on the client side of Rose’s desk staring back at the brunette’s handsome face, she knew an easy meeting was not in the cards.


    “Thanks for coming in,” Rose said as she quickly scribbled something on the paper in front of her.


    “Of course.”


    “Sterling…” Rose sat back in her chair and closed the blue folder on the desk. “The mortgage is coming up for renewal in a couple of months.”


    She was aware of that. She’d actually planned on refinancing, trying her best to lower the payments.


    “Now,” Rose continued, “missing a couple of payments isn’t going to be a problem.”


    If that wasn’t the problem, then what was?


    “I’ve been going over your financial status.”


    The lump in Sterling’s throat grew ten times larger.


    “With the economic downturn, banks have really tightened their criteria for approving mortgages. Only a couple of months ago, your situation would have been approved, but today…” Rose lowered her eyes to the desk. “There’s just no way you’re going to be approved to refinance this house.”


    “What? How is that possible?” She had impeccable credit. She never once missed a payment on anything, even a magazine subscription. And even though she’d had to tighten the purse strings over the last five years in regard to her own personal spending, she never had more than five hundred dollars on her credit card at one time.


    “I’ve been going over the numbers. Your debt percentage is just too high. If you had someone else in your household working, a husband for example, there would be no problem. I’m going to have to go to bat for you as it is, and…” She tapped her pen on her desktop. “I’m going to do everything I can, pull all of the strings I’ve got, but I’m not confident.”


    “So you’re telling me that being five hundred dollars in debt is quashing my chance at renewing this mortgage?”


    Rose gave her a curious look. “Five hundred? Sterling, the situation is much more involved.” She reached for a yellow folder on the edge of her desk. “Between the mortgage itself, your car loan, and all of your credit cards, your—”


    “Credit cards? I have the credit card for my business, but I only have one personal credit card and the limit is one thousand dollars.”


    Rose opened the file. “You have a MasterCard and two Visas totaling almost fifteen thousand dollars.”


    The lump gave way to the bile that rose from her stomach. “Fifteen thousand dollars?” She slumped back, her shoulders dropping to accommodate the heavy load that had just dropped on her. “But I only have one credit card.”


    Rose removed some papers and slid them toward her. “Here’s your Visa for nine hundred.” Her finger pointed to the correct figure. It was on the high side after her parents had charged some things for her sisters. “And here is a MasterCard for six thousand, and—”


    “But I only have one credit card,” she repeated. She wavered in her chair, her vision blurred, as dizziness took over her body.


    Fifteen thousand dollars. There were only two people who would spend that amount of money in such a short period of time…and on Sterling’s dime.


    “I’m sorry, Sterling. It’s right here in black and white.” Rose pointed to the paper again. “The MasterCard was activated six months ago, on the same day as a second Visa in your name.”


    When she had spoken to the bank on the phone about the irregular activity, they had only mentioned her original credit card. But she now realized she had more than one.


    The room spun in too many directions. She’d been screwed again. Just after she’d finished paying off her parents’ debt not even a year ago. And she was here to pay off another one of their mistakes. But this time, they’d gone too far.


    “If you didn’t sign up for them, should I be investigating?”


    Sterling pressed her fingers against her temples, trying to stop the pounding in her head. “No, no investigation will be necessary.” She gripped the arms of the chair tighter, trying to stop from imagining it was her father’s neck between her fingers. “I’m sure the figures are right.”


    “Sterling…we’ve been doing business for quite some time now. I can tell when something isn’t right.”


    “Everything’s fine, Rose.” It wasn’t. Everything was so far from fine Sterling didn’t even know how or when things would return to normal.


    “Sterling, please. If you didn’t sign up for these cards I’m obligated to investigate.”


    It took everything she had to hold back the tears. All her life she’d wished for a normal life, with normal parents who worked and went grocery shopping. Not some washed-up hippies who’d never learned to grow up.


    “The cards are mine. I just forgot.” Although anger seethed under the surface, at the end of the day, they were still her parents and bringing legal action against them wasn’t the best thing for her sisters. She’d call the companies and cancel the cards, change the billing address, and implement some kind of password protection.


    “If I can pay off the debt, will I still lose the house?”


    Even with Jack’s triple-her-fee check coming her way, she’d be short. But she’d do whatever she had to do.


    “No, but it would make the process less contentious.”


    “And if I can’t pay it off?” Sterling stared into Rose’s sympathetic eyes.


    “Then I’m afraid if I can’t get approval for your mortgage, our business will be concluded.”


    Tears stung her eyes. Life was spinning out of control and she couldn’t stop it.


    “Sterling.” Rose reached across the desk and laid her hands on top. If Sterling hadn’t been so far away she was sure Rose would have grabbed her hands. “A bank just isn’t going to give you a mortgage. If selling isn’t an option, you may need to seek out other avenues.” She took a business card from the top drawer of her desk. “I have a friend, she’s a mortgage broker. Maybe she can help you secure a loan with a private lender. That may be your only option.”


    Sterling took the card. “Thanks, Rose.”


    “I’m so sorry.”


    She attempted a smile. But she didn’t have the luxury of dwelling on the situation.


    “Can I have a copy of that report?” she asked Rose.


    She nodded. “I’ll go and make you a copy right now.”


    Rose left the room, and the silence hung in the air.


    At that moment, Sterling envied all the opportunities Jack Vaughn had at his fingertips. Last night, the sex had been mind-altering. The best she’d ever had. And his proposition had come at the perfect time. But now, this extra debt she had to pay off was more important than some stupid attempt to have some fun.


    Life was already too out of control for her to willingly let the reins on her life go. She shouldn’t have given in so easily the other day. She needed the money from the Madewood job. She had to be professional. And she had to stay far away from anything remotely sexual with Jack Vaughn.


    …


    Jack straightened the knot of his tie in the mirror that hung across the back of the bar. He smoothed down the front of his white oxford shirt and thrust his hands in the pockets of his black slacks.


    It was weird to see himself dressed like this. He was used to the white chef’s coat. But Cole needed a bartender after Randy suddenly quit, leaving him high and dry. And if dressing like a penguin was what Jack had to do to help out his family, so be it.


    But his brothers shouldn’t get used to it. This was only temporary. He had a business to get back to.


    With his bar set up—ice piled high in the tray, lemons and limes cut up and sitting in plastic pitchers, the daily float accounted for and in the register—Jack was ready to take on the night.


    Christine, one of the newer waitresses, winked. “Lookin’ good, Jack.”


    She walked by with the new hostess on her arm. What was her name? Danielle? Darlene? Did he care? He was not here to become friends. He was not here to date. He was an owner for Christ’s sake and he would act like one. Even if it killed him.


    The ladies smiled coyly as they walked by. The hostess even gave him a little wave of her fingers.


    “This place is going to be crawling with women once word gets out Jack is working here,” Christine murmured out of the side of her mouth.


    They might have the come-hither look down to a science but their skills in the whispering department needed work.


    “Which means we better get in there fast before he has too many choices,” the hostess said.


    They both looked over, subtlety not their intention, and giggled.


    He didn’t acknowledge them. He didn’t want to lead anyone on. His best mode of defense was going to be silence.


    Besides, he didn’t have room in his brain for another woman. Sterling had taken up residence and occupied every inch, firing his synapses on all cylinders. His brain was on overload at the thought of her, clothed, undressed. Happy. Shy. Needy. The last four days had been torture. He wished he could drop everything and see her. But she had a life outside of her job packing up his home and he would respect that.


    Tomorrow couldn’t come soon enough. And he knew exactly what he was going to do when he saw her.


    “Everything ready, little brother?” Cole stood at the end of the bar, his expression a mixture of appreciation, sympathy…caution. He knew better than to acknowledge the situation.


    With the restaurant set to open any minute, Jack gave the bar surface one last wipe. “Good. Ready to go.”


    “If you have any questions just ask Devon. He pretty much runs the waitstaff out here so he can help you with anything you need.”


    Jack nodded. “Devon. Got it.”


    Jack deflated. As though he’d never used a cash register before. Or dealt with customer complaints. But he knew Cole was only trying to be helpful and supportive, and was more than thankful.


    As Jack swiped the cloth over the wood surface, Neil stormed into the building.


    “I need signatures. And I need them fast.” Neil loped to the bar and took a stool on the opposite side. “I have the contracts for the purchase of the land. There have been no changes since we discussed them last, so all I need is your signature.”


    Neil spread out seven copies of the contract. One for each of them, the seller, and the appropriate lawyers. This purchase was a big deal for the family. The biggest endeavor the Madewood name had ever been attached to. Neil had plans to turn an old farm into the biggest, most eclectic culinary experience in the country. Once complete, the Madewood Farm would house indoor and outdoor dining facilities complete with event space, a gourmet food store, apple and berry picking when in season, and a family picnic area. It figured that Neil would be the one to dream up the idea, make the move, finalize the plan, and run with it. Just as his stature was big and overbearing, so were his ideas.


    “Me first.” Cole grabbed a pen from his pants pocket, armed and ready to sign in all the right places. “I have to get back to the kitchen.”


    “Jack?” Neil held out the contracts Cole had finished with.


    He nodded and set to work.


    “I finally have a meeting scheduled with Carson Kelly to discuss the design and construction,” Neil said. Carson Kelly was the most prominent architect in the city. “Damn old man was impossible to get an appointment with.”


    “Didn’t he do that complex?” Cole asked. “The one with the—”


    “Lake in the middle?” Neil nodded. “Yes, he did.”


    Neil would only go for the best. Jack wasn’t the least bit surprised he’d pick someone just as over-the-top in terms of vision.


    “If everything goes as planned we should be set to break ground as soon as it thaws next spring.”


    “Jack!”


    All three brothers turned their attention to Devon, who walked across the dining area toward the front door with a bevy of female employees.


    “We usually hit up some bars after our shifts are over.” Devon’s voice carried across the room. “You should join us.”


    “No thanks, man.” Jack held up his hands. “Maybe another time.”


    He had a beautiful woman who’d be waiting for him tomorrow evening.


    When Jack returned his attention to his brothers they were eyeing each other curiously. “What?”


    They mumbled, “Nothing,” in unison.


    Neil handed over the rest of the documents that Cole had finished with.


    “Listen, Jack…” Here it came. Neil’s famous lecture lead-in.


    Jack crossed his arms over his chest in defense, ready to take whatever insults Neil hurled at him.


    “I know you’re going to take off.”


    He nodded. “I have a few things to take care of first…” Like having sex with a beautiful woman. “…but I have to get back to Chicago and relieve J.R. I’ll help you out as much as I can until I leave.”


    “What things do you have to take care of, Club Rat?” Neil had given him that nickname when he turned twenty-one. It wasn’t a coincidence that Jack opened his first restaurant-bar hybrid shortly after.


    “That’s my cue to leave.” Cole shoved his pen back in his pocket and pointed to Jack just before he turned and walked away, successfully avoiding the confrontation.


    “I own restaurants. Not clubs,” Jack corrected. If he had a nickel for every time he had to correct one of them he’d be able to foster every child in the system. “And I have things. Like packing up Mom’s house.” He puffed out his chest. “I hired Sterling to help me.”


    “Hey, Cole? Did you hear this?” Neil yelled, just in time to stop Cole from disappearing into the kitchen. “Jack’s packing up Mom’s things.”


    Cole laughed and walked back to the bar. “Like picking out the stuff you want to take with you when you leave?”


    “No, asshole.”


    “Like throwing everything into garbage bags and storing it in the garage?” Neil asked.


    Jack feigned laughter. “The house is a shrine. It’s time we moved on.” They all needed to move on. It was the best thing for all of them. “And Sterling will be the one to suggest how things should be stored. I’m just sitting back and cutting the check.” And fucking her into oblivion. How could he forget the best part? But it would also be nice to not come home to an empty house.


    “Look at you all adult-y,” Cole said, rolling his eyes.


    He looked up from the last contract he had to sign. “I’m an adult.” Jack was sick and tired of always being considered less of a Madewood because he took off. “I just didn’t follow the perfectly laid out plan the two of you did.” Different was good. He was more than just tattoos and gossip magazine articles. And he had Sterling to thank for that realization.


    “I’m all done.” Jack righted the pages of the contracts and placed them in a pile in front of Neil.


    “Thanks.” Neil gathered them up and slid them back into the manila envelope. “I’m off to Carmel to get Finn’s signature.” He turned slightly to stand, but hesitated.


    Jack’s stomach tightened. Something bad was about to go down.


    Neil rested his palm on the bar. “Jack, it’s good that you’re focused, but I just…” He glanced over to the foyer where Devon and the female staff members were laughing. “We just can’t survive a scandal right now, and with Sterling—”


    He looked between both brothers. He was referring to Jack’s indiscretion overshadowing the death of his mother. Instead of paying tribute to a wonderful woman, they focused on Jack missing his mother’s passing because he was too busy getting laid. But that would never happen again. Jack would make sure of it.


    “What I do with Sterling is none of your business.”


    If looks could kill, Jack would be six feet under. Neil didn’t like to be questioned. He didn’t like to be called out. Usually, Jack would have loved to engage in a verbal spar with his brother but this time, he was going to be the bigger man. “I’m here. I’m helping out.” He turned to Cole.


    Neil’s eyebrows quirked up. He obviously expected a fight. But Jack wasn’t going to engage him. A confrontation with Neil wouldn’t accomplish anything and would only force Cole and Finn to take sides. Keeping his cool right now was for the good of the family.


    “All right then.” Neil stood and walked toward the kitchen. “I’ll see you later.”


    Yes, he would. And every day that Cole needed him behind this bar. Within the next four weeks, that is.


     

  


  
     


    Chapter Eight


    Sterling padded down the grand staircase. Earlier when her stomach had rumbled for the umpteenth time, she’d slipped into the kitchen to put her leftovers from the night before into the microwave. She’d been so busy she hadn’t heard the timer go off—it had been at least thirty minutes since she put her food in, probably nice and cool by now.


    When she arrived that morning, she had started on the first floor of Vivian Madewood’s home—Jack’s home—making a first-round sweep of the contents. She’d spent the day marking items with sticky notes: storage, donate, sell. When he returned that night he’d review her decisions and she’d order storage containers.


    The week had gone by in a blur. She’d just finished up her latest contract with Dunn and Associates, a multi-partner law firm downtown, and was set to start work with Prism Consulting Group on Monday. Her time at the Madewood home was limited, but she was queen of multitasking. She’d have this house ready in no time. Now that she’d decided to renege on her deal with Jack, she would have more than enough time to finish things in a timely fashion.


    And the faster she finished this job, the faster she got paid. Which meant the faster she could pay off the debt and hopefully keep her house. The only pressing concern was how she was going to handle her parents.


    She’d been nervous about seeing Jack this morning. Downright terrified. Luckily, he had already left for the day, leaving a spare key for her underneath the doormat. Inside he’d left her a note, a rather detailed note, advising her of his intentions to seduce her when he returned.


    The fact that she knew how persuasive he could be terrified her even more, but she’d been prepping her speech all morning. Exercising her willpower for that moment when she’d have to keep her distance.


    As she reached the bottom of the staircase, she noticed that a light smoke filled the air. And that smell. She inhaled through her nose and coughed. Something was burning. She raced into the kitchen. Smoke billowed lazily from one end of the room to the next. In the distance, she heard the hum of the microwave.


    “No, no, no, no, no,” she cried, running over to the counter. The clock counted down on the microwave at twenty-six minutes.


    She had keyed in six minutes. Just six. But judging by the length of time she had disappeared and the amount of smoke in the air, she must have punched in an extra zero.


    She pressed the pause button. The appliance stopped, but the smoke that wafted from between the doors did not. She was afraid to open it.


    Gathering her courage, she pulled the handle. Smoke rushed out in a thick, gray cloud and rose to the ceiling. Her food sat in its container, black and inedible. She was such a space cadet. On top of thousands of dollars in credit card debt, she now owed Jack a new microwave.


    After grabbing some paper towels, she removed the container and placed it in a plastic bag. She tied the ends and left it outside on the back deck. She’d handle it later.


    Racing around the house, she opened every window and door she could find. After ten minutes, most of the smoke had dispersed, but the smell lingered. What the hell was she going to tell Jack? He trusted her in his home and she’d almost burned it down.


    With the situation under control—and her stomach still growling—she went back to work. It was the only way to redeem herself professionally.


    Hours later, she was still working away, saving the best room for last. The infamous closet. The clothing that hung inside was so beautiful. Iconic, really. A fashionista’s dream.


    She took inventory of the items in her head and jotted notes on her clipboard, estimating she would need twenty wardrobe boxes and sixteen shoe totes. Each tote held ten pairs. She sighed. What would it be like to be able to fill sixteen shoe totes?


    Brushing her fingers over the tips of the shoes on the shelves, her thoughts drifted to her imaginary life where she could buy anything and everything she wanted.


    She jumped at the sound of Jack’s sexy voice. “How did I know I’d find you in here?”


    She whirled around and her breath caught in her throat. How was it possible that he got hotter every time she saw him? This did nothing to help keep her libido in check, and that’s where it had to stay. She needed this job.


    It took her a minute but she finally found her words. “I do love it in here.”


    His biceps flexed beneath the black fabric of his T-shirt, straining with the weight of carrying two heavy reusable bags.


    Her stomach quivered. Suck it, libido. She swallowed hard. “What do you have in those bags?”


    “Dinner.”


    Hell yes! Her stomach rumbled in appreciation. She was starving.


    The thought of an established chef cooking just for her was exciting, but it was also way over the line. Dinner was intimate. Dinner could lead to things that just…it could lead to things.


    “I’m sorry you went to all that trouble, but I’m not really hungry.” She turned away and concentrated on the clothes. Her hands ran over the fabrics for no reason other than to make it seem as if she was doing something.


    Maybe if she didn’t look at him he wouldn’t be so appealing.


    “Is that so?”


    Or not. Even his voice made her tongue want to lick every inch of his sexy body. Bad libido. So very bad.


    “I thought we had a deal.” The bags rustled. “I thought we agreed to try new things?”


    “I don’t think that’s such a good idea. I changed my mind. I need…” She paused. There was no reason for her to dump her problems on him. “I shouldn’t have agreed.”


    “Sterling, look at me.”


    Without a second thought she turned. Giving in way too quickly to his command. She expected a stern glare when her eyes finally met his. But the tone of his voice didn’t match the look in his eye.


    “I’d like nothing more than to hold you to our agreement.” He shifted the bags in his hands and a coy smile curved on his lips.


    She would have given anything to know what thought had just crossed his mind.


    “I won’t make you do anything you’re not comfortable with. Just dinner. It’s the least I can do.”


    Just dinner. She couldn’t say no to that. He wanted to make her comfortable. Jack Vaughn wasn’t the careless bad boy everyone thought he was.


    “How do you know what I like to eat?” She hoped he wasn’t going to make her eat weird, freaky slimy things.


    “Just leave the food to me.” He winked. “I have a knack for satisfying a woman’s hunger.”


    Oh, she bet he did. She knew firsthand that’s not all he could satisfy. Bad, bad libido.


    “Get back to work. I’ll call you when it’s ready.” He turned but stopped and faced her again. “By the way, Sterling, what happened to the microwave?”


    She gasped. He had her turned so inside out she had forgotten about the incident.


    “Oh, I…had an accident.” She hung her head. “I burned the lunch I brought.”


    Surprised at his hearty laugh, she lifted her head. He wasn’t mad?


    “It smells pretty rancid down there.”


    “You should have smelled it before.” She laughed. “I owe you a new microwave. I’ll pay you back.” She didn’t know how or when, but she would.


    “I like the idea of you owing me.” He slung one bag over his shoulder. “And buying me a microwave is not what I had in mind.”


    Her stomach tingled. She bet she knew Jack’s idea of an IOU.


    He left the closet without stopping and she admired his backside, his perfect shoulders and tight bottom. The way his jeans fit to perfection.


    Just dinner?


    She only hoped he kept his word. Because she knew, without a doubt, that if he touched her, just once, she wouldn’t be able to say no.


    …


    Jack dropped a handful of salt into the pot of boiling water and then emptied the package of linguine. The stuffed chicken and steak rested on a cutting board off to the side. The smell of garlic wafted from the pan below, where it mingled with pancetta, waiting for the pasta to bring them together.


    He felt wonderful. Happy. Happier than he had been in a long time. The thought of Sterling somewhere in the house waiting for him to call her down for dinner warmed his body, warmed his heart.


    But she was hesitant. And she needed…something. He wasn’t quite sure what it was, but he knew what he needed right now—Sterling laid out on this counter for him. His own personal feast.


    He’d set their table, two place settings on the far side of the breakfast bar. Large dinner plate, small pasta bowl. Appropriate cutlery, water glass filled with sparkling water, and on the right, two wineglasses—one for red, the other for white. In the middle was a row of candlesticks, three sizes, shortest to tallest from left to right.


    “It smells good in here.” She stood in the doorway of the kitchen, one hand resting on her hip, the other on the white frame. Her hair was tied up haphazardly on top of her head. Her sweater was gone and she now wore a form-fitting tank top over her linen pants.


    “Thank you. I just need another five minutes.” He was only waiting for the pasta. He patted the far side of the counter where he’d arranged the two place settings.


    “How did it go today?” he asked. “I noticed a lot of sticky things everywhere.”


    “Yes. I need you to go through the house and review them, change them or whatever.”


    She had a specific process—he liked that. It was sort of like cooking: you needed to season the meat before you cooked it.


    “Next time I come I can actually start with the removal.”


    Removal? It sounded so formal. How would he feel when all of the items that reminded him of his mother were gone?


    He grabbed the white serving platter from the counter and placed it in front of her after she’d sat down. The platter was filled with stuffed chicken and peppercorn steak, asparagus, and cinnamon-braised pear.


    “Is that all for us? There’s enough food to feed ten people.”


    He turned off one of the burners. “I like leftovers.”


    After scooping the pasta out of the boiling water, he tossed it in the pan with the garlic and pancetta. Once it was coated he removed the pan from the heat and poured in a mixture of egg and parmesan cheese. Mouth-watering carbonara. He slid the pasta into a serving bowl and finished it off with some fresh ground pepper and parsley.


    “Mmm…” Sterling’s moan of delight did something to his insides. Made them jump and tighten—pulsate. “Pasta is my weakness. I could eat it every day for the rest of my life.”


    He laughed. “Of all the things, you pick the easiest and the cheapest.”


    “I’ve never really had the opportunity to eat many fancy things.”


    If that was the case, he was going to have so much fun. “Well then, let me introduce you to a new world of culinary excellence.” Another platter emerged from the fridge. “I hope you like oysters. Shucking these babies took forever. It seems I’ve lost my touch.”


    “Oysters?” Her face curled up in disgust.


    He stilled and crossed his arms over his chest. “Have you ever had them?”


    She shook her head.


    “Then don’t judge until you have.”


    She straightened her shoulders and wiggled into the kitchen stool.


    “Oysters are an aphrodisiac. In fact, many of the things we’re eating tonight are an aphrodisiac.” It wasn’t a coincidence.


    “Why, Jack Vaughn, are you trying to hit on me?”


    He smiled. She used almost the same line he had used on her that night on the boat cruise. “Not trying, babe. I am hitting on you.”


    She straightened in her seat, a fearful look washing over her face. What had changed since their last time together? He wanted her now more than ever. Good thing he’d decided on an aphrodisiac theme, because he needed all the help he could get.


    He placed the pasta bowl on the bar and took his seat on the stool.


    A strand of hair stuck out from her clip and he brushed it behind her ear. His finger slowly continued down her neck. She tilted her head to the right, opening herself to his touch. When he reached her jawline he ran his finger across to her lips. “Are you ready to eat?”


    Sterling gave a soft sigh. “Yes.”


    He positioned her stool closer to face him, zigzagging their legs, his knee brushing her core. She inhaled quickly. He affected her—he had no doubt. But he wouldn’t push her into anything she didn’t want. “I promised, Sterling. I won’t make you do anything you don’t want to do.”


    She smiled lightly, and let her gaze fall away to the counter.


    “Chin up, eyes closed.” He placed the shell of the oyster on her bottom lip. She tensed but she let her head fall back. When he tipped the shell, the oyster slid into her mouth. Her nose crinkled and her lips pursed but she gulped, swallowing it down hard.


    “It’s like phlegm. It’s like phlegm going down your throat.”


    He laughed. “I take it you don’t like oysters.”


    She shook her head and grabbed the glass of water beside her.


    “At least you tried it. That’s all I asked.” He grabbed his another shell and shook the bottle of Tabasco, covering the oyster in spicy sauce. He tilted his head and slurped it down. When he looked over, she was disgusted just watching him eat one.


    “I guess we’re skipping over the first course and getting right down to course number two. Ready to try something else?”


    “Definitely ready.”


    He popped up to remove the offending oysters and put them back in the fridge.


    For the second course, he scooped the piping hot pasta into the small bowl. “Second course, my lady.”


    “Thank you.”


    He poured a glass of wine, an Australian chardonnay, to go with the pasta.


    She devoured everything in her bowl. He loved that she ate. In his experience, most women were salad eaters, or they didn’t eat at all.


    When the pasta bowls were cleared, he placed a small piece of steak and chicken on her plate. The asparagus was next, then one of the braised pears. “Eat up.”


    She smiled and moved her stool closer to the bar. He poured a second glass of wine to go with the steak and chicken—a cabernet sauvignon from California.


    The sounds she made when enjoying food were the same sounds she made during sex. His pants grew tighter with every soft sigh; he was already on edge. He could only hope that his overt attempt at seduction worked, because the musical moans that came with her every bite didn’t help to tamp down his desire.


    By the end of the main course Jack’s libido was on overdrive. He shook himself out of his lustful haze and walked over to the freezer to grab a container of sorbet. “This will cleanse your palate for dessert.”


    “There’s dessert?”


    “Of course there is. It’s my favorite part.” He wiggled his eyebrows. He desperately wanted to serve himself up on a platter for dessert. But he went the traditional route. “I must admit,” he said, “I cheated a little. One of the desserts I stole from Cole.”


    She giggled. “It’s the thought that counts.”


    He gestured to the sorbet in front of her. “Go on and take a spoonful.” While Sterling tried the sorbet, he cleared the platter and dirty dishes, leaving them in the sink to clean up later.


    “Oh, is that chocolate mousse?” she asked while he removed a glass bowl from the fridge. “Yum.”


    “It is.” Chocolate was, after all, an aphrodisiac. “And we also have—” he reached back into the fridge and pulled out the dessert he’d stolen from Cole “—this.”


    “Hmmm…what is that?”


    “Dulce de leche. If it sucks you can blame Cole.”


    She laughed. “I doubt it will suck. Your brothers are just as good as you…if not better?” Sterling gave him a playful grin.


    “You mean almost as good as me.” He leaned across the counter. “I have moves my brothers couldn’t even imagine. In and out of the kitchen.”


    She stuffed another spoonful of sorbet into her beautiful mouth, smiling around the utensil, but not before he saw her shiver.


    Her very smile made his insides quiver. When Sterling was happy, he was happy. Add to that her moans and groans, the swipe of her tongue against her lips tasting his food—it was all too much to take. It was like watching her experience food for the first time. And he didn’t want to stop there. He had the opportunity to be her first in many areas, not just in the culinary arena.


    He placed a bowl of mousse on the counter and settled into his seat beside her.


    She scooped a huge dollop out of the bowl and let out a mewl of pleasure when the spoon touched her lips. He could only imagine how her tongue swirled and swayed inside her mouth around that utensil. Just as it would if it was him between her plump lips. Luckily, she was a messy eater. “You have some chocolate on your lip.”


    “Oh…”


    Before she wiped away the small dot, Jack grabbed her hand. “Allow me.”


    He rubbed his thumb along the side of her lip and removed the chocolate. Her body quivered under his touch. Instead of retreating, he took it one step further and leaned in, licking along her bottom lip. He heard the clatter of the spoon on the counter, then her hand grabbed at his thigh.


    Green light.


    He pressed his lips against hers, gently, enjoying the sound of her tiny whimpers. Her fingers flexed on his thigh and her free hand threaded through the hair at the nape of his neck.


    “Wait,” she whispered. “We didn’t finish dessert.”


    “I’m having my dessert right now.” He gripped her biceps and stood over her, pushing her against the edge of the bar. “Besides, I like to play with my food.”


    They locked eyes for a moment. Sterling gave him a slight nod, granting him permission, letting him know she wanted this, too. Victory.


    Jack grabbed the hem of her tank top and yanked it over her head. She lifted her arms and it came off in one fluid motion, dropping behind her. She wore the same white lace bra she’d worn earlier that week. But it didn’t last long on her body. He unclasped it and let it slide down her arms.


    When she leaned back, gripping the edge of the bar for balance, he cupped her round breasts. Bending forward, he took one rigid peak into his mouth and suckled before moving back up to her mouth. He nipped her bottom lip, then proceeded down the opposite side of her body to the next pebble, lavishing it with attention. Just when he intended to move to her other breast her finger blocked the way, a thick dollop of chocolate mousse on the tip.


    He intended to lick the chocolate off her finger, but Sterling quickly pulled away. When he looked up, he was greeted with a shy grin offset by a wicked gleam in her eyes.


    After his second attempt to capture her finger she brought it to her mouth. Her tongue darted out and licked the tip, then her plump lips captured her finger. She whimpered—or maybe it was his own whimper…he couldn’t tell over the rush of heat that raced through his body. He knew all too well what she could do with those lips. But he could play games, too.


    Reaching for the bowl of mousse, he scooped a dollop with his finger, then circled it around her rosy nipples.


    “I like where you’re going with this,” she murmured, and licked the remaining chocolate from her finger.


    He sucked one nipple coated in chocolate, swirling his tongue around the peak. With his hands splayed across her back, he drew her tighter against his mouth.


    “Jack?” Sterling moaned, a low groan that came from somewhere deep. Her hands fisted in his hair and he knew she was holding back, keeping herself from pushing his head down to the place she needed it the most.


    He looked up as he switched to the other nipple and caught her eyes rolling back just as they shut tight. Her cheeks were flushed and her lips parted. It had been so long since he’d seen a woman let go from pleasure. But this woman still had a ways to go.


    “Do you like what I can do with my tongue, Sterling?” He lowered, bringing himself eye level with the heaven he knew waited for him. Not stopping for her answer, he put his hands to work and undid the top button on her pants. Her stomach jumped with every slow release of the teeth of her zipper.


    He slid her pants down, taking with them her sensible cotton thong, revealing creamy, soft thighs he couldn’t wait to feel gripping the sides of his face. When her pants hit the floor, he straightened, letting his body glide against hers while he pulled his own shirt over his head. He loved the feel, the heat, of her nakedness against him.


    He pushed aside the dessert plates—one fell over the edge into the sink with a clatter. She jumped when he grabbed her bottom and lifted, placing her on the cool granite. Making a circle with his finger, he motioned for her to spread across the length of the breakfast bar.


    Her body and face gave away her nervousness; she shook with every slight movement and refused to make eye contact.


    Jack moved to the end of the counter and grabbed her feet. Her toenails were a perfect pink, her skin as soft as satin. He snaked his hands up her calves to her knees, where he spread her legs open, revealing her tender flesh.


    She leaned back, resting her hands palm-down behind her on the counter. Her breasts jutted out, tiny smears of chocolate still covering her skin.


    He moved up, his thumbs sliding across the inside of her thighs, but he bypassed her center. Taking her hips, he dragged her forward until her bottom rested just at the edge of the counter. His tongue licked at her breasts, then he captured her lips.


    Something took over when Sterling was around. Something animalistic. Primal.


    “Jack?” Her voice shook, just like her body. “I can’t lose this job.”


    He tensed. Putting her in this position wasn’t being the better man.


    Letting out as much sexual frustration as he could, he exhaled deeply. He may want her in the most physical way possible, but not if she wasn’t one hundred percent on board.


    “You’re beautiful.” Jack nipped at her lips, slow, lazy kisses. “And I want you. So very badly.” He cupped her face. “But you have to know that this is completely separate from the job I’ve hired you to do.”


    A soft smile appeared on her face. “Are you giving me permission to sleep with the boss?”


    “You have my full permission.” He slipped his hand between her legs. He wasn’t surprised when he found her hot and slick. “Mmm…just the way I like you. Ready.”


    “Jack?” She bit her bottom lip. Desire burned in her eyes but her face expressed her hesitancy.


    He leaned in, whispering in her ear, “You’re always ready for me, Sterling.” Placing openmouthed kisses along her jaw, he moved toward her neck, locating the spot just below her ear, and bit down.


    Her head fell back, exposing the long line of her neck.


    “Our arrangement is about having fun. Doing things that excite you.”


    His fingers moved inside her folds, rubbing her tender flesh. When his other hand rubbed at her clit, she shuddered.


    “Does this excite you, Sterling?”


    “Yes.” A long, low moan escaped from her throat. “God, yes.”


    She stumbled back, her hands skidding against the granite, but she let herself fall away, opening her legs wider and raising her hands above her head, luxuriating in his touch.


    “Beautiful,” he whispered against the soft skin of her stomach.


    Jack reached into his back pocket and pulled out the condom he had planted for this exact purpose. She whimpered when he pulled his hands away to put it on. But never ceasing to amaze him, Sterling picked up where he left off, and brought her hand between her legs.


    “Hurry, Jack. I need you.”


    He unzipped his pants and fumbled with the wrapper, but regrouped quickly. When he was sheathed, he positioned himself at her center.


    She stroked his cock a few times before placing the tip at her opening to guide him inside, slowly, ever so gently, until he was buried to the hilt.


    Never in his life had he thought he’d find something that brought him as much pleasure as cooking, but here it was. Here she was.


    He moved inside her, picking up speed with every stroke. His hands latched on to her hips as he thrust. Sterling’s hands found her nipples, tugging at the stiff peaks.


    “Faster,” she pleaded. “Harder.”


    Jack was always one to give a lady what she wanted.


    He moved his hips faster, the sound of flesh slapping flesh echoing in the kitchen. Sweaty skin squeaked against granite, and his knees banged into the counter. But he didn’t stop.


    He couldn’t stop.


    Sterling let her hand glide down her body and she reached for him. He grabbed her arms and pulled her up, fusing their bodies together as he pumped into her over and over. When their lips collided, he found his heaven.


    Maybe expanding Chicago wasn’t where he belonged. Maybe he belonged with Sterling. It felt right. And she was worth sticking around for.


    “There is so much I want to show you, Sterling.”


    Her fingers curled around his nape and when he pumped harder, her nails dug into his skin. “I don’t need anything from you, Jack.” She moaned. “Just you. Like this.”


    Something tightened inside him at her words. He didn’t have to pretend with Sterling. He never had to be “on.” He was just Jack. He was good—just as he was—because she wanted nothing. But for the very first time, he wanted to give a woman everything.


    The countdown to his release had begun. “So close.”


    “It’s all right.” Her hands moved from his neck to his cheeks. “I’ll be right behind you.”


    Before she had even finished her sentence, the waves of release had rippled inside him. He tensed, his cock pulsing in a mind-blowing orgasm that triggered hers, her muscles tightening and clenching around him while she shuddered in his arms.


    When their sweat-soaked bodies had recovered, Jack took Sterling’s face into his hands and gazed into her satisfied eyes.


    Having Sterling one more time didn’t mean their deal was back on, but he knew he wouldn’t be able to survive the next three weeks without her in his bed.


    He was just going to have to do everything in his power to convince her that this was a damn good idea.


     


     

  


  
     


    Chapter Nine


    The week had gone by in a blur and Sterling’s new favorite day had finally arrived. Saturday. Madewood Day.


    Although things had escalated last week to a level she hadn’t intended, it was the best sex of her life. Jack Vaughn was impossible to resist and he didn’t have to do much coaxing to get into her panties again.


    After they did it on the counter, they continued to feast. There wasn’t much food left by the time midnight rolled around. That’s when they took the party to Jack’s bed, where he pleasured her two more times before the sun came up.


    Waking up next to him in the morning had been her favorite part, and before he left for work he had brought her breakfast in bed. But then he was gone, leaving Sterling alone to contemplate the gravity of her actions.


    What would happen now that she’d slept with her employer? Again. She was making things much more complicated than they should be. This job was about money. Money she needed to secure her future. And she hated to admit it, but her heart might also be at stake. If she wasn’t careful, Jack was going to conquer that, too, just as he had her libido. This situation was so screwed up.


    So then why did “screwed up” feel like the most awesome thing in the world?


    Sterling was working in the closet when a booming voice from the main floor made her jump.


    “Jack!”


    She tensed at the sound of the strange man’s voice as it grew louder, closer.


    “Jack?”


    She poked her head out of the closet, a nervous tremble in her stomach, but she sighed in relief when she recognized the man. “He’s not here.”


    “Shit.” Cole grabbed at his chest. When he saw her there, he smiled. But he still looked concerned, shaken. “Sterling. You scared me.”


    He stood in the doorway, his thick frame taking up most of the space. His eyes were intense, sad. He brushed his hand through his hair.


    “It’s a little weird to see the house empty.” He gestured out into the hall, where all of the picture frames were now missing from the wall.


    “Everything’s still here. Just packed away.” She ached for him. She could only imagine what it would be like to lose a parent. She didn’t even want to think about losing her own. But these boys, these men, had not only lost their real parents, but had now lost the one woman in their life who gave a damn.


    She held out her hand. “Come with me.”


    Cole hesitated but took her hand and followed her out of the room.


    She led him into the spare bedroom where she had piled the framed pictures on the bed alongside three banker’s boxes of loose photos. Admittedly, she was a little nosy and did look through them for a minute…or thirty.


    “The photos are all here.” She motioned to the bed. “I’m going to organize everything properly. Eventually.”


    Cole approached the bed and studied the tabs, a weak smile curving at the side of his mouth.


    “Nothing is being thrown away,” she reassured him. “Unless one of you tells me to.”


    He flipped through the pictures in the top box while he spoke. “Jack told us he was doing this, but to be honest, I didn’t believe it.”


    Her heart hurt for Jack. Despite achieving his own success, he was still questioned at every turn. “Jack’s been working really hard.”


    Cole nodded.


    Seeing the soft side of Cole, she could see why Penn would be attracted to him.


    “Thanks, Sterling, for doing this. We’re all just…” He blew out a harsh breath. “Busy.”


    She knew it wasn’t time that kept them from completing this job. The pain was still so fresh. So devastating.


    Cole sat on the edge of the bed and moved the photos around. “He’s going to leave again and I’m afraid that without Mom here, he’ll have no reason to come back.”


    Jack loved his brothers. She didn’t believe that for a minute.


    “But maybe…” Cole gave her a curious look. “That might change.”


    Did he think she was going to keep him here? Oh, he had it all wrong. Not only did Jack make it very clear he was leaving, but she had no intention of getting wrapped up in a man for a very long time.


    You’re already wrapped up.


    “Hey, brother.” Jack sauntered inside the bedroom just in time to save her. But the concerned look on his face made her forget her own trouble. “So you’ve seen what we’re doing with the house?”


    Cole nodded.


    “And you’re cool with it?” he asked.


    “It has to be done.” He shrugged. “I was just surprised. This is a good thing.”


    Jack didn’t acknowledge Cole’s praise. Instead he looked in her direction. “Sterling, you’ve made great progress.” He slid his gaze over her body. Like the touch of his hands, she felt his eyes on her, intense and scorching.


    “At this rate I’ll be out of your hair in no time.” Making light of things was the only way she could keep her reality in check.


    And sometimes being too efficient was a bad thing. She needed to slow down. She had to admit to herself that she didn’t want to be out of this house, out of Jack’s life, so quickly. This job would probably come back to bite her in the ass. But she was too intrigued with his proposition of helping her have fun to care.


    “I guess I should get out of your hair, too,” Cole said as he backed away.


    “What did you want, anyway?” Jack asked.


    Cole’s face lit up. “I came to raid the garden.”


    “Take whatever you need.” Jack approached the bed and paged through the pictures. “There are bags in the kitchen pantry.”


    “Thanks. See you soon, Sterling.” Cole smiled and walked out with a small wave.


    “What are you doing with all these photos?” he asked.


    “Oh, I was going to sort them all and then figured I could purchase some photo boxes so they can be preserved.”


    So many memories. So many good times. These pictures were irreplaceable. Plus, she had a surprise in mind for each of them.


    “I wasn’t expecting you back so early,” she commented. “I don’t see any bags.” Sterling peeked into the hall to confirm.


    “Not today.” He smiled, a mysterious grin that foretold of his intentions. Did he have something up his sleeve? “You did as I asked? You brought a change of clothes?”


    She nodded.


    “Good.” He pointed his thumb in the direction of the doorway. “We’re leaving in forty-five minutes.”


    “But…” She had too much work to do. “I’m not done.”


    He smiled. “I think your boss would be all right with you taking off early.”


    Sterling’s stomach jumped excitedly. “Where are we going?”


    He crossed his arms. “That’s a surprise.”


    She moaned. “I hate surprises. Of course, you like them.”


    “I like surprising you.”


    Her heart raced. This man was full of the unexpected, and not just when it came to making plans.


    “Double-check that you have everything you need. We’re on a schedule.” He sauntered out, whistling as he headed toward his bedroom.


    With every minute they spent together, their relationship threatened to move away from the word “casual.” But maybe she was okay with that. She wanted to experience new things. She wanted to have some fun. This was an opportunity she couldn’t pass up. Now she just needed to make sure she kept her heart out of the equation, because what could a man who has everything want with a woman who couldn’t even afford to buy underwear? And who, for all intents and purposes, paid for two households? Not to mention the fact that in two weeks he’d be gone and she’d still be stuck in the same place, never able to make a start on her own.


    Sterling raced around finishing a few last-minute things. When she rummaged through her bag to make sure she was prepared she found items that didn’t belong to her. She peeked inside and gasped. None of the items she had packed were in the bag, and on the very top was a note from Penn.


    You’re the worst packer in the world.


    It’s time to get your sexy on. Have fun!


    P


    She must have switched it before she left the night before. Instead of Sterling’s three-quarter-length skirt and black scoop-neck shirt was a slinky black halter dress. Instead of her sensible cotton bra and panties was something black, lacy, and like nothing she would ever wear. At least the tags were still on. The garments mocked her. What the hell was Sterling going to do with sexy lingerie? And her passport? What the hell did she need with a passport?


    “Damn it, Penn!”


    But there was nothing she could do about it now. She would just have to do everything in her power not to have a wardrobe malfunction in the middle of their date. That stupid dress Penn had forced her to wear on the boat was traumatizing enough. She would not have a repeat of that night.


    Zipping up the bag, Sterling checked her appearance in the mirror one last time. Excitement tickled her stomach. She had a feeling that tonight was going to be one of the best nights of her life.


    …


    When they arrived at the airport, her stomach twisted. When they boarded a shuttle, her stomach danced. When she stepped onto the tarmac where a small jet waited, she could barely breathe. “Jack? What are we doing here?”


    “You and I have a date.” He winked as he directed her toward the plane. “Got your passport?”


    Sterling nodded. “A date is dinner and a movie. Not boarding a plane.” This was…above and beyond the idea of having fun.


    “Do you get the impression I do things according to the norm?”


    “If I did before, I definitely don’t now.” She scurried behind him, the sun beating down on them from above. The air-conditioned plane lured her inside.


    The interior was subtle, beige and cream and unassuming. To the left, behind a locked door, was the cockpit. Directly in front of them was the attendant area, and to the right was the passenger area. A bench seat lined the right side of the plane and there were two rows of two seats to the left.


    He motioned for her to sit on the bench and he settled himself down next to her.


    The attendant, a tall, lean man, approached with a tray of champagne. “The pilot has advised that everything is ready and we should be taking off in the next five minutes.”


    Jack nodded and grabbed two glasses from the tray, handing one to Sterling. This was all too much. There was no need to impress her. That’s not what their relationship was about. No, not a relationship. An arrangement. Impressing her with his money was not why she agreed to the short-term fun.


    “You look nervous.” Jack grinned, then took a sip of his champagne. “Are you afraid to fly? Maybe I should have asked first, but I wanted it to be a surprise.”


    “I’m not afraid to fly. Just…overwhelmed.” That was an understatement. “This is not just a regular date.”


    He set down his champagne, turned toward her, and grabbed her hand. “I wanted to do something for you that you’d never forget. Something that will force you to come out of your shell.”


    “Mr. Vaughn?” The deep voice over the intercom addressed her date. “We’re set for takeoff. Our estimated time of arrival in Miami is fourteen hundred hours.”


    “Miami?” Sterling cried. “What on earth are we going to do in Miami?”


    He took another sip of champagne and smiled. “We’re going to dance.”


    “But I—” Looking down at her outfit, she sighed. Maybe she should have changed before they left. She definitely wasn’t sexy enough for Miami.


    “You look beautiful.” Jack leaned forward, resting his hand on her knee. As usual, he knew exactly what she was thinking and knew just what to say to put her at ease. “You’re the most gorgeous woman in the room.”


    “I’m the only woman in the room.” She gave him a sly stare. “You have to stop saying things like that, especially when—”


    His hand slid up her thigh and rested between her legs. Her stomach fluttered and she fell back against the seat.


    “Relax, Sterling. Just enjoy.”


    A Jeep waited for them on the tarmac when they landed in Florida. They drove down the interstate, the wind whipping around them. She definitely wasn’t the polished woman whose hair blew back elegantly. Oh no, her tresses flew every which way.


    The air filled her lungs, the fresh scent of salt and sea invigorating. Water surrounded them on both sides of the highway, the water crystal clear and still.


    “We’re going to have to make a quick stop and pick up some supplies,” Jack said, his voice straining over the sound of the wind.


    “What kind of supplies?” She hooked a piece of hair that stuck to her mouth and secured it behind her ear.


    “A bathing suit, for one.”


    “So we’re going to the beach?”


    He nodded. Soft sand. Warm water. She sighed. This trip just got even better.


    They parked at a roadside gift shop. Signage advertised beer and cigarettes, souvenirs and gifts. Fluorescent noodles sat in a large bin by the door, turtle and shark blow-ups hung from the warped awning. T-shirts and bathing suits blew lightly in the breeze from their position on clothing racks next to the entrance.


    He parked and jumped out of the Jeep. “Come on, sweetheart. Let’s get you naked.”


    “I’ll be wearing a bathing suit, Jack.” She shook her head. The man always had sex on the brain.


    “We’ll see about that.” He winked, grabbed her hand, and guided her into the shop.


    What did that mean? He just said they needed to buy bathing suits. Nervousness churned inside her stomach. He had something else up his sleeve. Despite her growing unease, she couldn’t help but be excited about whatever else he might have in store for her.


    “First things first.” He guided her to the back of the store. “Pick one.” He gestured to the wall and the few racks that displayed all types of bathing suits.


    Sterling sifted through the racks. Actually, there was only one type of bathing suit. They consisted of mostly string. Thong bottoms and triangles cut out for the bra. The racks of tiny pieces of fabric could barely be considered utilitarian for swimming purposes.


    “Um, Jack. Do you think we could go to another store?” She held out the hanger with the so-called bathing suit, giving it a once-over. “I don’t think they have my size here.”


    He looked through the rack on the opposite side and picked up a solid yellow two-piece. “This isn’t your size…or isn’t your style?”


    “Both?” She bit her bottom lip, hoping he would be kind and understand her hesitation.


    “How do you know it’s not your style if you’ve never tried it?” He grinned. Sure, he would like it if she was naked, but she didn’t know about the other people on the beach.


    “I would never wear anything like that.” She smoothed down her hair with both hands. “I own one bathing suit. And it’s a one-piece.”


    “Go and try this on.” He nudged her toward a change room. “For me?” His eyes blazed with a smoldering stare that set her panties on fire. She let out a heavy breath and grabbed the suit.


    The salt in the air must be messing with her brain. Was she really going to indulge him? As soon as he saw her in the suit he’d agree that it wasn’t her style. She didn’t have the body to pull it off. She damn well didn’t have the confidence.


    She positioned the triangles over her breasts and tied a bow at the base of her neck. Might as well be naked.


    “Sterling? Are you dressed, sweetheart?”


    “Barely.”


    He laughed from the other side of the change room. “Are you going to let me see?”


    “I guess.” She unlocked the door and hid behind it.


    He crowded the doorway. She was thankful for his large body blocking the view from other gawking eyes. His appraisal started with her face, then moved slowly to her feet, his stare so intense she shivered. Did he know his mouth was open? Or that his cheeks flushed? He might be adjusting to the heat. It had to be the heat.


    She crossed her arms and her legs, trying to hide as much of her bare body as she could.


    “Sterling, I’ve seen you naked. Why are you covering yourself?”


    She groaned. “I don’t think I can do this.”


    “You look hot.”


    She snorted. “You’re just being nice.”


    “Sweetheart.” He took a step inside the change room, his body hovering mere inches away from hers. She heated up immediately. “Just wait until you walk out on that beach.” His breath was a whisper against her shoulder. “You’ll see I’m not the only man thankful for skimpy bathing suits.”


    “I don’t know…”


    He reached forward, his hand sliding up her body. It barely touched her skin, but it was enough to cause her to shiver. The bathing suit tugged and a second later she heard a snap. He held up the tag. “You rip it, you bought it.”


    “Jack!”


    “Here, put this over yourself.” He handed her a black sarong, then took off.


    She approached the register with her clothes in hand and her underwear and bra shoved into her purse. Novelty items, candy, chocolate, lighters, magazines all lay haphazardly by the register. Sterling cringed. This place was in desperate need of some organization.


    Jack had piled sunscreen, towels, a blanket, bottled water, and a few bags of snacks on the counter.


    “At least let me pay for something.” It was enough to fly her to another country. The least she could do was pay for their necessities. Sighing, she reached into her bag and grabbed her wallet. Just another thing to put on her credit card. Which she would essentially pay off with money she earned working for him.


    “Absolutely not.” Jack stopped her. “It was my idea to come here.”


    Today was definitely not a part of their business deal. However, the more time they spent together, the more the lines between business and social blurred. But the lines were still visible, and she would travel them as best she could.


    After packing their newly purchased tote full of goodies, they walked hand in hand toward the beach. The sun shone brightly, not a cloud littered the sky. Men and women whizzed by on bikes and inline skates. Sterling couldn’t imagine riding a bike in such a skimpy bathing suit, but the women did, their bottoms exposed for all to see.


    With her free hand, she held the sarong closely against her breasts but still clenched her butt cheeks. She was hoping some last-minute clenches would make it look good.


    When they walked up to the beach area she read the sign:


    Attention: Nude Bathers Beyond This Point


    She stared at Jack in shock. “A nude beach? You’re taking me to a nude beach?” She looked down at herself. “How much more nude can I get?”


    He guided her off to the side and set down their bags. Drawing her close, he clasped his hands together at her lower back. “Do you trust me?”


    Heck if she knew why, but she trusted this virtual stranger. “Yes.”


    In the sunlight, his olive skin glistened. Everything about Jack Vaughn was flawless, from the straight line of his nose to the curve of his cheekbones, to the strong set of his jaw. The man was walking perfection. And what would he ever want with a girl like you? “I would never make you do something you didn’t want to do, but we’re trying new things, right?”


    She nodded.


    “You don’t have to take anything off unless you feel one hundred percent comfortable.” He kissed her nose, then one cheek and the other, finally laying a soft kiss on her lips. How was it that a simple kiss with no sexual agenda made her feel so adored and safe? And although she would be walking into a so-called nude lion’s den, that one kiss melted away her hesitation.


    A group of men walked by and two of them stared, craning their heads as they passed. They were so checking her out.


    “On second thought, I don’t know if nude is such a good idea.” Jack covered her with his body.


    At that moment, she realized that he would also have the opportunity to bathe in the buff. “What about you? Seeing you might cause a frenzy with all the women.”


    “Who said anything about me being nude? Nude beaches aren’t my thing.”


    Sterling laughed and hit him square in the chest.


    He grinned sheepishly then picked up their bags. “Come on, sweetheart.”


    They found a spot at the back of the beach just in front of the boardwalk. Jack laid out their blanket and set down the towels, then kicked off his sandals and slipped his shirt over his head.


    She didn’t think she’d ever get used to the sight of his impeccable body. Her eyes roved over his chiseled chest, abs, and hard pecs. And every time she looked at him she got a glimpse of a new shape or line of his tattoos.


    Black board shorts hung low on his hips, that chiseled V her favorite thing about his body, a natural indicator pointing to her second-most-favorite spot.


    He removed a bottle of water from the bag and set it on the blanket. He patted the space next to him. “Get comfy.”


    Sterling gathered the sarong in her hands as she sat down.


    A gentle breeze blew across the beach, a welcome respite from the glaring sun. Light waves lapped along the shoreline. Beach umbrellas were stuck in the sand, and windsails dotted the horizon as far as she could see. Men and women pranced around, no shame in baring their goods. He’d been right—not everyone had their junk out, and some of the ones who did were in desperate need of a mirror.


    “There is quite a wide range of people at this beach,” she said.


    Just then, a topless blonde walked by their blanket, her eyes connecting with the beautiful man beside Sterling. She was the type of woman Sterling expected to see at a topless beach. Blond, svelte, beautiful, a Sports Illustrated model for sure. But when she looked over at Jack, he was staring at Sterling, his gaze curious.


    She fidgeted. Was there something on her face? She swiped at her cheeks. “What?”


    Without a word, Jack leaned over and captured her lips. Instantly, she heated up. Funny how the hot summer weather was no match for Jack Vaughn.


    He inhaled deeply and bent his head, strengthening his hold on her, deepening the kiss. Her hand rested on his chest, and she curled her fingers into his skin when he withdrew, still giving her that curious stare.


    “What was that for?”


    “No reason.” He shrugged. “You just looked really beautiful sitting there. I couldn’t resist.”


    Was it a cosmic joke that the perfect man was an unavailable man? A man who only existed for her on the weekends? Four weekends, to be exact. Two dates with Jack had already demonstrated his superiority to every man she’d ever been with.


    But this was what she wanted. Fun. And it didn’t get much more fun than being naked on a beach with a hot man knowing that at any time, you could have him in a bed, up against a wall, or even on a sandy towel.


    And you may never get this chance again.


    She looked from side to side gauging the other patrons. Everyone seemed to be minding their own business. Maybe being nude wasn’t such a big deal.


    She counted to three in her head then untied the sarong at her breast, letting the fabric fall away.


    Immediately, Jack looked up from where he was rummaging around in their bag. But she didn’t acknowledge him. Leaning back, she rested her hands behind her body, soaking up the warmth of the sun. Letting it infuse her with strength.


    She would embrace everything this mini-trip had to offer, everything the man beside her had to offer, because soon he would be gone and she wanted no regrets.


    This time, she counted to ten before she pulled at the strings at the base of her neck and back.


    …


    The water lapped over the edge of the blue raft Jack had rented for Sterling. He enjoyed the sight of her wet body, and he especially enjoyed lathering the sunscreen on her exposed bottom. Bringing her to a nude beach was really just an acceptable excuse to touch her in public.


    He waded through the water, each step taking him closer to the beautiful woman. One hand lay on the raft, the other floated to her side, her fingers tickling over the water as though it were a piano. The sight of her on that blow-up raft, naked on top, utterly relaxed…she wasn’t nearly as cautious as the Sterling he had met on the yacht two weeks ago. He liked to think he had something to do with her transformation, but in reality, he was just the means. Ultimately it was Sterling who had to make the changes. Jack dove into the water and came up beside her. He rested his forearms on the raft and shook his head to rid the excess water.


    Sterling squealed. “You’re like a shaggy dog.”


    “You looked like you could use some cooling off.”


    He swam to the end of the raft and jumped up, laying his body over hers. She thrashed around when the water dripped over her body, but she couldn’t move much with him on top of her. The middle of the raft drooped, and for a minute, Jack thought they would tip.


    “Be still.”


    She stopped squirming. The raft settled.


    She snorted. “You’re cold.”


    Her laugh was infectious. Although they hadn’t spent tons of time together, he’d never heard her laugh so hard. He glanced down and groaned at the sight of her exposed, stiffened nipples. Dipping down, he covered one with his mouth.


    Sterling moaned. Her hands tangled in his hair and pulled him close. “Jack. What are you doing?”


    “What? It’s a nude beach.” A brilliant plan if he did say so himself.


    “A nude beach, not a sex beach.”


    “There are sex beaches? Maybe we should go there.”


    A blush fell across her chest, visible, despite the red from the sun.


    “Jack.” His name on her lips in a whisper was the sexiest sound he’d ever heard.


    He slid down the raft, putting too much weight on the lower end, making the other end come up off the water. He slid farther down, his face skimming the juncture between her legs. He nuzzled his nose along her slit where the fabric had settled between her plump lips. Her hips squirmed with his light touch.


    He kicked his feet out behind him and she rose up to rest on her elbows. But she slipped and the raft finally tipped, sending them both crashing into the water.


    He swam to the surface before Sterling, who emerged with a deep breath beside him. The raft had floated away. She slicked her hair back against her head and squeezed the ends. Her actions caused her arms to push her breasts together.


    “I told you we were going to tip.” Her voice was a murmur in the distance. “Jack?”


    He lifted his gaze and stared into her soulful eyes. Immediately fire ignited in hers. It matched his own. She had come a long way from wanting to cover herself to exposing her bare breasts in public. He wondered how much further she’d go when pushed.


    “Jack?”


    He turned his attention back to her.


    “Where’d you go? I lost you there for a minute.”


    On the contrary. He wasn’t lost at all. “Come here?” He jerked his head, gesturing for her to wade her way over. She complied, her breasts bobbing in the sunlight.


    When she was in reaching distance he hurried her along, snaking his arm around her waist, pulling her flush against his body.


    “I’m really proud of you.” Her hard nipples rubbed against his chest. “For taking off your bikini top.”


    “It wasn’t as hard as I thought it would be. It was a lot easier being with you.” She stared up at him, appreciation in her eyes. “Everything is a lot easier being with you.”


    He smiled. “Is that so?”


    She had no idea what she had just initiated.


    “How easy would it be for you to take off your bottoms?”


    She tensed in his arms.


    “Just in the water. Just with me.”


    Her body shivered. Her eyes sparkled but it wasn’t the sun that reflected in them. It was desire.


    Jack slid his hands down her body, making his way toward her bottoms.


    “I want you, Sterling.” He slipped his hands under the string. “Make love to me.” He grabbed her ass cheeks and squeezed.


    “Yes,” she whispered. Her eyes locked on his and with a silent exchange she relented.


    Jack pushed the bottoms off her body and Sterling took over, wiggling her legs until they fell to her feet.


    He pulled down his bathing suit bottom and exposed his length, stroking it a few times before picking her up. The warm water lapped around their fused bodies as her legs wrapped around his waist.


    She ground her center into his body, moaning when she found the right spot to rub.


    He was about to position himself at her core when he remembered. “Shit. I don’t have a condom.”


    “It’s all right.”


    He nodded, wanting to reassure her. “I’m clean.”


    She grabbed his face with both hands. “I’m on the pill. I trust you.”


    She trusted him. And that’s all he needed to know.


    With Sterling wrapped around his body, he held her up with one arm, the other reaching down to guide in his stiff cock. He began with a slow, intense thrust, and when he finally buried himself to the hilt, the world fell away. It was amazing how this woman made him forget everything around him.


    He moved his pelvis, penetrating her deeply. Sterling bit her bottom lip, no doubt trying to keep herself from crying out. The ecstasy on her face was a powerful aphrodisiac. It fueled his own desire, which had built slowly and without notice, and escalated to an uncontrollable need for release.


    His thrusts quickened and Sterling whimpered every time their bodies joined. They smacked in unison, the sound of the water rustling between them the only evidence of their actions.


    He snaked his hands up her back and settled his fingers at the base of her neck. “Gorgeous,” he whispered in her ear.


    She moaned, the first real sound she’d let out since they started. Her released followed when she tensed, her core clenching his still-thrusting cock. Jack joined her seconds later and they tumbled over the edge of ecstasy together.


    They stayed joined for a few moments. When her breathing had softened, Jack pulled out and set her down on wobbly legs.


    “Let’s get you back on that raft.”


    He swam out a ways to corral the raft. She jumped up, water dripping from her body, her skin glistening in the bright sunlight, her sex swollen and pink from their lovemaking.


    When she had settled, she sighed contentedly. “Thank you, Jack.”


    Leaning over, he kissed her forehead.


    “Can you grab my bottoms?” She pointed to the ocean floor.


    He nodded. “Your wish is my command.” Ducking under the water, he grabbed her bikini bottom, the yellow fabric hard to miss in the clear water.


    “This is the life.” She swirled her hands in the water. “I love my job, but really, who wouldn’t love just lounging, enjoying the sun all day, not having a care in the world?”


    His stomach tightened. Was she loving this lifestyle? What woman wouldn’t? She was probably enjoying the nice break from real life. Or maybe, she was loving what Jack had to offer. It had happened before. He knew the sting of being used by someone he thought cared for him. He’d never make that mistake again.


    Grabbing one of her hands, he entwined her fingers with his in the water. “Sure beats the Canadian winters, doesn’t it?”


    Next time he would be more low-key. He wouldn’t use his money.


     

  


  
     


    Chapter Ten


    The club scene in Miami was a million miles away from anything Sterling had experienced in Toronto. Although, admittedly, it had been years since she’d stepped foot into a club back home, yet somehow she didn’t think the eroticism would be taken to such great heights.


    The entire trip had been erotic. The combination of public sex and acceptable nudity had amped up her need for sexual satisfaction and broke through all of her inhibitions. But she was fully aware Jack had a lot to do with her transformation.


    This trip was exactly what she needed and for a few hours, she had forgotten her troubles. As soon as they returned to the Jeep and she looked at her BlackBerry, she couldn’t hide from real life any longer.


    Two e-mails from her mother were waiting for her, demanding to know what happened to the credit cards. But Sterling was having too good a time, and she wasn’t going to let anything, or anyone, spoil it.


    After the beach, they checked into a hotel and showered. Sterling slipped on the little black dress and lingerie Penn had packed for her and following an afternoon spent in the nude, Sterling felt pretty damn good about how she looked when she scrutinized herself in the mirror.


    They approached the line and the bouncer immediately greeted Jack.


    “Mr. Vaughn. I’ve got some ladies lined up for you. Take your pick.” The bouncer, as tall as he was wide, motioned to the shorter line of scantily clad women.


    Her mouth dropped.


    “Thanks, Shane.” Jack shook the bouncer’s hand, and cleared his throat as he stifled a cough. “But I have all the company I need right here.” He drew her into his body, settling his hand on her hip.


    The bouncer stepped to the side and allowed them entry. She was sure she heard a chorus of groans above the pulse of music coming from the club. She looked back at the group of women, who shot daggers at her with their eyes. But the tiny twinge of satisfaction at the fact that he walked into the club with her on his arm manifested itself in a satisfied smile that curved her lips.


    Inside, salsa music pumped from every speaker, coming from the band playing at the front of the room. A line of two men and two women sang words she couldn’t understand, but she knew could only equate to fun.


    “What are we doing here?”


    He turned his head when he spoke. “We’re going to dance.”


    “We couldn’t dance in Toronto?” He picked the wrong girl if he thought she was going out on the dance floor.


    “Where better to experience dancing than in one of the most fun cities in the world? Dancing is like breathing here.”


    Dancing was the last thing she expected him to be into. “Can you dance?”


    Jack pulled out a barstool and gestured for her to sit. “Of course.”


    Before she was settled, the bartender approached and laid a bottle of tequila, two shot glasses, lime wedges, and salt on the bar.


    Jack smiled at the man and reached over the bar to clasp his shoulder. “Alex, this is Sterling. Sterling, this is Alex.”


    Alex winked. “Nice to meet you, Sterling.”


    Built as though he should be a bouncer, Alex’s T-shirt hugged his broad chest, and his biceps stretched the sleeves. His dark skin was accentuated by the white shirt and when he winked at her, that devious sparkle told her he knew how to have a good time.


    Alex’s inquiry interrupted their brief moment. “Jack, do you want me to clear away that section of the bar so you’ll have room to work your magic?”


    Make room? Work his magic? What the hell kind of place was this?


    Alex glanced to his right and made a gesture with his hand. “Carmen. Look who’s here!”


    Sterling peered around Jack’s body, and down the bar. A squeal penetrated her thoughts as a woman rushed him, her arms sweeping up and grabbing him around the neck.


    Good thing they were inside, because insects would be sure to take up residence inside Sterling’s mouth, her jaw now sitting on the floor.


    Carmen’s skirt was barely the width of a tube top and her shirt… What shirt? She wore a damn bra. She whispered something in his ear but Sterling couldn’t hear over the music. He gripped the woman’s arms and ducked under her embrace.


    Carmen gave him a sad face, then she locked eyes with Sterling. The same daggers that shot at her on her way in were being thrown rapid-fire. These Miami women sure liked to give the cut-eye.


    What the hell was she doing here? What the hell was Jack thinking, bringing her to this place, to this city, where he had obviously had way too much fun?


    He turned slowly to face her, wearing a guilty expression. As he should. “I’m sorry.”


    She sighed. What did he have to feel guilty about? He shouldn’t change just because she was around. She knew he was more than this. More than parties and women. He was more than the bad-boy picture the tabloids painted. She wondered if he had any idea how special he was. But for now, she’d play along.


    “I’m getting a glimpse at the real Jack Vaughn. I should be honored.”


    He grabbed her by the shoulders, an earnest expression taking over his face. “This is not the real Jack Vaughn. It might have been once…but it feels like a lifetime ago. I don’t want to be that man anymore. I’m here with you.”


    She lifted her hand to his cheek. “I know.”


    Out of the corner of her eye Sterling heard Carmen hiss in frustration as she abruptly turned heel to flounce off, annoyed at Jack’s shift of attention. Bitch. She focused her attention back on the beautiful man in front of her.


    He softened against her, his tense shoulders sagging just a little. Despite his reassurance that his interest was directed only at her, she was still curious.


    She leaned closer and whispered, “I want to know exactly what you do here that requires a section of the bar to be cleared.”


    He smiled, slammed his hand down to catch Alex’s attention, and motioned to the end of the bar.


    Immediately, Alex approached the customers sitting at the edge and they moved.


    What would it be like to have such power? To have people jump at your every whim?


    Jack grabbed her hand and helped her off the stool.


    When they reached the end of the bar, he swept her off her feet and sat her down. He grabbed her legs and swiveled her until she laid flat on her back. Alex brought over the tequila and its accoutrements.


    “What are you doing?” she squeaked.


    “Showing you what women usually line up for.”


    She shot him a disgruntled look.


    He raised his hands in the air in defense. “Not being cocky, just stating fact.”


    He poured a shot of tequila. Then he leaned down and kissed her, soft and sweet, and it spoke volumes about the man she’d chosen to spend time with.


    When he picked up the saltshaker, she had a feeling she knew where this was going.


    “Body shots?” she asked.


    He nodded and leaned forward, his lips connecting with her jaw. They moved down until he found that spot on her neck, the spot where her pulse pounded with anticipation. She slanted her head, exposing more of her skin, giving him more access.


    He licked her neck and shook the salt onto the wet spot, then traded the salt for a lime wedge. His licked the salt, shot the tequila, then sucked on the lime. Lick. Shoot. Suck. He repeated the actions—pretending to shoot more tequila—on the other side of her neck, then he let out a low growl and claimed his territory at the hollow of her throat and her cleavage.


    Sterling started to giggle breathlessly. “Hey, that’s not part of a body shot.”


    His eyes pierced hers with a smoldering glare, but then moved down her body, licking the side of her knee and ankle.


    Her head swam with desire. The sight of his pink tongue in contact with her skin turned her on more than anything. The knowledge that people could be watching them, witnessing this intimate encounter, only fueled her lust higher, faster…deeper.


    He returned to the top half of her body and ended with a kiss.


    “We’ll have to continue this in our hotel room,” he whispered. “There are a lot of other parts I’d like to lick underneath that dress.”


    She sucked in a deep breath. She was all on board.


    He grinned at her reaction. “Too bad I’m not done with you here yet.”


    She sat up but he kept her seated on the bar, her legs dangling over the edge, and ordered two beers. He stood between her thighs, sipping on his beer. It took all the willpower she could muster not to launch off the bar into his arms and ravish him in public. She tamped down her libido and initiated small talk.


    With a smile, he said, “Are you ready to salsa?”


    “You salsa?”


    “Don’t look so surprised.”


    She was very surprised. He just didn’t look like a dancer. Although she knew firsthand he had great moves in the bedroom.


    “My last name may be Vaughn, but my mother’s maiden name was Ramirez.” He punched out the word mother with a bitterness she’d never heard in his voice before.


    “You’re half Latino?”


    “Puerto Rican, to be exact.” He poured two shots. Was one of those for her?


    “I had no idea.” It would explain his darker complexion. “You really are full of surprises.”


    She glanced around the room. Men and women twisted and twirled in a sensuous rhythm all over the dance floor. Their feet moved in time to the music, their bodies swayed to the beat. They moved as one entity, even though they each had their own part to play.


    She focused her attention back to the bar. Jack handed her the shot. The smell flooded her nostrils, singeing her airway.


    “Sterling Andrews, do you swear to dance, drink, and surrender yourself to the music?”


    She was definitely in for surrendering—but it wasn’t to the music.


    She glanced over to the dance floor. Excitement sparked in her stomach. Dancing looked like fun. Being wrapped in Jack’s arms, writhing and grinding in public, looked like even more fun. “You can teach me to do that?”


    He nodded. A wicked gleam deepened in his brown eyes.


    Jack licked his hand and sprinkled salt on his skin. He grabbed the shot with one hand and the lime wedge with the other. Hopefully he’d have enough alcohol to cloud his brain when he tried to remember how much of an embarrassment she was on the dance floor.


    She followed his direction, readying her own shot. What the hell did she have to lose? She held up her glass and said, “I surrender.”


    They clinked glasses.


    Lick. Shoot. Suck.


    Before she knew it, she held his hand as he guided her out onto the dance floor.


    They started out with simple side-to-side movements. The heat made her light-headed—which could very well have been from the man holding her close. He impressed her in so many ways in the short time they’d known each other, but the way he moved on the dance floor sent every one of her erogenous zones into overdrive. The man was all sex, pure sin. And he was hers for the night.


    They visited the bar between lessons, although after two shots, she was done drinking. She was actually having fun. She never would have thought she’d be the type of person who could loosen up without the alcohol. But she was loose and ready to surrender.


    “When am I going to be able to dance like that?” she yelled over the music, and pointed to the couple beside them—so wrapped up in each other they probably wouldn’t have noticed a bomb go off.


    “Have another shot or two and you’ll feel like you’re dancing like that.”


    She laughed. “You’re probably right.”


    He gripped her hips and steadied her. “Can we add another move now? Do you think you’ve got this one down?”


    She nodded. She could add another move. When she was with him, she could do anything.


    …


    Their hotel was on the other side of the strip, but Jack didn’t want the night to end. Instead, they strolled through the crowded streets. Even at 2:00 a.m. the party hadn’t stopped. Eclectic sounds of music filtered into the streets from the different clubs they passed. The rush of the ocean was a distant murmur in the background.


    “So how do you feel about salsa dancing?” he asked.


    Sterling hugged his arm. “I feel good. I didn’t think I had it in me.”


    “I’ve seen the way your body moves. You’re a natural.”


    She’d been surprisingly pliant. Yes, that was the alcohol at first, but after about twenty minutes something else took over. Determination shone in her eyes.


    “I still don’t think it was necessary to come to Miami.”


    He pulled her to a stop. “Did you try something new?”


    She nodded.


    “Was it exciting?”


    She nodded again. This time with a smile.


    “Then my work here is done.” He would have taken her to the ends of the earth if need be. All he wanted was to see that smile on her face.


    “Look!” She pointed down the street. “There must be a celebrity over there. Look at all those cameras flashing.”


    His happiness balled into a heavy knot in his stomach at the sight of paparazzi lurking outside the entrance to a club.


    “Come on.” He tugged her across the street.


    “Jack?” she squeaked. “Where’s the fire?”


    He wasn’t in the mood for harassment. He was never in the mood for harassment, but especially not when he was with Sterling. It was one thing to print lies about him, but he would never be able to live with himself if Sterling were dragged through the mud. It had happened once before, the night his mother passed. That poor holistic practitioner was raked over the coals for weeks simply for setting up a meeting.


    Pulling her behind a van, he settled them out of sight.


    Just the mere sight of those idiots caused his blood to boil. Anger simmered beneath his skin at the thought of them screwing with his life…again. It had all been fun and games before. Photos of him partying and alleged sex tapes were par for the course, but when they dragged his innocent, sick mother into the equation, that was hitting below the belt. It was then that Jack vowed he’d never allow the media into his life again. At least not voluntarily.


    When he finally looked over at Sterling, her expression had saddened. Shit! Did she think he didn’t want to be seen with her?


    “This has nothing to do with you, sweetheart. I would love to tell the world how much fun we’re having but unfortunately, that’s not what will be printed. They’ll dig into your background and look through your garbage.”


    She gasped. He didn’t blame her for being scared.


    “I won’t let that happen, Sterling. I stay far away from those vultures whenever possible.”


    She placed her hand on his chest in comfort and gave him a half smile.


    “You know that saying, ‘no such thing as bad press’?”


    She nodded.


    “That’s a crock of shit.” His jaw clenched as he looked over his shoulder to the scene. “Let’s go lose ourselves on the beach. I don’t want to go to bed yet.”


    He hugged her into his body as they walked over the boardwalk. Jack took a look behind him to make sure they weren’t spotted before they stepped down onto the sand.


    “Hmm…” She hummed lightly and snaked her arm through his. The sound reached right down to his balls and hugged them tightly. “That’s exactly what I feel like doing.”


    She stared up at him with a devilish grin.


    “Tired?” he asked.


    She shook her head. “No.”


    Flames of desire danced in her eyes.


    “Let’s take a walk.” They didn’t necessarily need a hotel room to do the wicked things he had on his mind.


    They walked toward the shoreline and removed their shoes. The moonlight glistened across the water and reflected in her eyes.


    Her hand found his chest again as she leaned into him and caught his gaze.


    He sighed. “I hate them.” He pulled her tighter to his body, his hand grabbing at her hip for strength. “The night my mother died, they manipulated an innocent meeting into a sex scandal. They made me look like an insensitive asshole who didn’t give a shit.”


    “Anyone who knows you would know that’s not the truth.” She nestled her head on his arm.


    “Most people don’t know me.” There were very few people in this world who knew the truth about that night. And for some reason Jack trusted Sterling with the truth.


    She pulled them to a stop and leaned in and kissed him on the cheek. He knew he didn’t have to say anything else. She understood this whole deal to spend time together was all about her becoming someone else. She knew all about being slapped with the wrong label.


    “Thank you, Jack.”


    If anyone was giving thanks, it should be him. “You don’t have to thank me. I wanted to do this.”


    “I don’t mean about tonight.” She stopped. The cool waves lapped at their feet. “Well, yes, thank you for tonight. I’ve never been to Florida. What I meant was thank you for all of it. For trusting me. For cajoling me to live.”


    He had lived. That was the one thing money did buy. A life.


    “I’ve never had so much fun in my entire life than I have the last two weeks with you.”


    He wondered why a woman as beautiful and successful as Sterling held back. “Why is that?”


    She scrunched up her face and bit her bottom lip. For a minute he didn’t think she was going to reveal anything about her life. She had no obligation to do such a thing. But then she straightened and said, “My parents moved us around a lot. I have two siblings who are much younger. I always had to work to contribute to the household. I never had the opportunity to make lasting friendships. After a while, I just gave up.”


    They continued to amble hand in hand, their arms swinging between their bodies.


    “One day my parents said they were moving. I was eighteen and I decided I’d had enough. I moved out on my own. Went to college. That’s where I met Penn.”


    So she was a responsible teenager. “What about Adult Sterling?”


    “Things just kept cropping up that prevented me from being able to let loose and enjoy life. Then I met Tom.” She looked up at him. She didn’t need to explain Tom or who he was. He was obviously the one she was running away from. “He seemed to like boring, old Sterling.”


    “And where is this Tom now?” Far, far away? He could only hope.


    “My ex-fiancé is long gone and I guess I never bothered to try anything or anyone new. I haven’t dated since.”


    “Until you met me and I made you unleash Exciting Sterling.”


    She laughed. “I’m going to say it was the dress that started it all. You were just a nice addition.”


    He sighed. “My thunder stolen by a dress.”


    If he were honest, it was her sexy clothes that caught his attention at first. What man wouldn’t take a second, third—okay, fourth—look at a woman with legs that went on for miles and breasts that peeked ever-so-lusciously out of a bodice


    “Speaking of dresses.” He slid his hand up her thigh and under her dress, cupping her perfect, round bare bottom. “I’ve been trying to picture what you’ve got underneath this dress you’re wearing. Every time you’d twirl I’d get a glimpse of something lacy.”


    The blare of a car horn from the busy street interrupted their moment, reminding him that they were still a little too public for what he wanted to do. Groups of people congregated on the beach even though the sun was scheduled to rise in a few short hours.


    Jack tightened his grip on her hand and they continued along the shore.


    “So tell me, what are your plans after you finish with organizing my mother’s things?” He was going to miss her—he liked having the company.


    “Well, I have work lined up for a few months, which is great. The word-of-mouth referrals I’m getting are really boosting my business.”


    She had her shit together. He used to have his shit together, but he’d been hiding from his life for the last two months. The more time he spent with Sterling, the more he wanted to be that man again. But the thought of being that man lacked its usual appeal without Sterling by his side.


    “I admire you, Sterling.”


    “You admire me?” She said the words in a laughing tone. As if they were funny.


    “You know exactly who you are, where you’re going. You’re even comfortable enough with yourself to break out of your shell and try new things. I admire that.”


    He caught her shaking her head out of the corner of his eye.


    “You’re the one to be admired, Jack. You have the entire world at your fingertips. No responsibilities, nothing tying you down. You can do anything you want. And you did. You went against what your family expected of you and carved your own path. You have the one luxury in the entire world that I don’t…possibility.”


    “Don’t you see you’re just as admirable?” How could she not? “Success isn’t only measured by how much money you make or how many homes you own.” This woman had so much to offer. Why didn’t she understand she could do anything she set her mind to? What was holding her back?


    “Can I ask you something at the risk of overstepping my bounds and completely alienating you?”


    Her nervousness showed in the way she nibbled on her bottom lip.


    “Ask away.” He’d never had another person to talk to, not like this.


    “Have you ever thought of having a charity auction? Something to auction off your mother’s clothes and accessories? Considering her prominence in Toronto, people would go nuts.”


    “Really? What do people want with old clothes?”


    “Vintage. Not old.” She smiled. “All of the profits could be donated to the Cooking for the Future program.”


    That was an interesting idea. Maybe there was a way to tie in his undeveloped idea to expand the program with a charity auction. The bigger, the better.


    “Actually, that’s not a bad idea. I had this plan…a long time ago. A way to expand the Cooking for the Future program. And a charity auction might be a great way to raise funds.”


    He had connections in the city to help host the auction. And Penn was a master marketer and event planner. He had no doubt he could pull it off. “Initially I wanted to use funds from my restaurants, but this could be better, maybe, a way to create a foundation of sorts.”


    His brain spun with the possibility. Maybe Sterling was right—he did have possibilities right at his fingertips. And this might be just the thing he needed to assuage his guilt. He wasn’t there for his mother at the time of her death, but he could be here for her now.


    “Has anyone ever told you you’re pretty hot when you’re plotting to take over the world?”


    “Not today.” He swooped down and kissed her. As usual, she went pliant in his arms.


    When he pulled away, she whispered, “the Vivian Madewood Foundation.”


    “Hmm?”


    “You can call it the Vivian Madewood Foundation.”


    He liked the sound of that. It was the perfect way to honor the woman who had given him so much. The woman who deserved so much more than what he’d given back. Even more, he liked the sound of his potential charity rolling off Sterling’s tongue. He liked everything about the fact that Sterling was here for this moment. He wanted her involved. He wanted her to help him put his plan into action. Plus this was an excellent excuse to spend more time with her before he left.


    “Will you help me?”


    She looked to the wet sand under their feet. “Oh, I…I’m really busy.”


    “Right. Sorry. You’re already doing so much to help us.” That’s right, jackass.


    Essentially he was paying her to spend time with him…and spend his money. On her end, it was a win-win deal. He scolded himself. He hated that he thought those things about her, but if history had taught him anything, he’d give her the world, and when she finally got what she wanted she’d take off, leaving him in the dust. The fact that he knew this beforehand should be a benefit, but it would still hurt.


    “Well…” She hesitated. “I guess I could help you get organized.”


    He caught her stare, her eyes twinkling. “You would do that?” His chest ached. She believed in him. And here he was practically calling her a gold digger. He couldn’t control the future but he could control the time they spent together, and he wouldn’t waste it sulking.


    “It’s what I do best.” Sterling brushed his hair away from his forehead. She caressed his temple, letting her fingers glide over his cheek to his lips. She outlined his lips with the tip of her finger. With her free hand, she touched her own mouth. Her eyes sparkled from the reflection of the moon on the water. She was more beautiful than the setting sun.


    “Jack?” She leaned forward, and raised up on her toes to touch her lips to his. It was the perfect distraction from what her hands were doing. Namely rubbing him through his pants.


    A low growl sounded in his throat. He wanted to be the one to see the look on her face when she found something she loved. That’s what the salsa dancing had been about, the nude beach, the different foods. And now…


    “Have you ever made love under the light of the moon, Sterling?” He brushed his lips along her neck. She smelled of coconut and female, a light, musky scent he had come to adore.


    Instead of responding, she whimpered.


    “Fuck me, Sterling. Out here. Under the stars. I need you.”


    “Yes.” She gripped his shoulders, mumbling against his neck. “I want that, too.”


    Satisfaction rumbled inside him. “Hold these.” He held out his sandals, which she took with her free hand, then picked her up and carried her to the boardwalk.


    Setting her down, he took off his shirt and spread it on the sand, laying her on top of it, careful to hide their bodies from view. Although Sterling had agreed to sex on a public beach, he would be damned if anyone were to stumble upon their intimate encounter and tarnish their connection. He threw their shoes aside and covered her body with his.


    Capturing her lips, he kissed her deeply, sensually. A kiss that touched the very depths of his soul. He opened his eyes and studied her. Every time they were together, her expression became lighter yet more intense at the same time.


    She tugged him closer, grinding her pelvis into his stomach where he had nestled in between her legs. He lifted one leg, holding her thigh tight, now bare from her dress riding up her body. His lips explored the depths of her luscious mouth.


    She moaned.


    “Do you like my lips on you, Sterling?”


    She became more animated with every encounter. More confident. More in tune with her wants and needs. And for someone who used to pride himself on the number of women he could have fall at his feet at any given moment, giving in to the desires of another person was a revelation.


    “Where do you want my mouth, Sterling?” He would push her tonight, and every other time they were together he would push her even further. He knew what she craved, but he wouldn’t give it to her so easily.


    He rubbed his lips across her neck and met her gaze. She moaned, a sensuous rumble from her throat.


    “How about you tell me when I’m getting warm?”


    She smiled. “Your lips are cold. Very, very cold.”


    He moved down, kissing the hollow of her throat, then across her collarbone.


    “Warmer.”


    He moved farther down, biting at her nipples through the fabric of her dress. If they had more room, if they weren’t so exposed, she’d already be naked and begging.


    “A little warmer.”


    He rose up on his knees and planted his hands on either side of her body. The sand was cool under his hands. He prowled down, kissing her ribs and abdomen, finding her hip bones. She lifted her pelvis in invitation but she wouldn’t win so quickly.


    “You’re very warm.”


    He kissed the inside of her right thigh, inching up the hem of her dress to expose the undergarments he’d longed to see since she twisted on that dance floor. He could see her creamy skin through the lace of her black thong, but he held off. He kissed farther down her leg to her knee.


    “Cold,” she whined, and lifted her head off the sand to watch his movements.


    “I’m sorry. I got distracted by that sexy thong you’re wearing.” He kissed his way toward her sex.


    “Mmm…” She laid back and reached her arms above her head. He loved the way she luxuriated at his touch. Although she had been very attentive to his needs, she didn’t shy away from accepting pleasure, either. When it was her turn, she lapped up every minute of his attention.


    He brushed the back of his finger along the fabric of her thong and pushed one leg, opening her up to his mercy. Pulling away the lace, he exposed her luscious pink sex and blew across her folds. She bucked, her pelvis jerking up, hitting his chin.


    “You’re burning hot.” She moaned. “Actually, you’re scorching.”


    He licked a line up her sex and she shivered, her body tensing and shuddering.


    “I dream about your mouth,” she whispered. “Taking me to the edge.” She was panting now. “So fast. So hard.”


    “Tonight’s not a dream, sweetheart.” He focused his lapping on her hard bead. “Tonight you can have anything you want.”


    She gripped his head with both hands and pushed him against her. She cried out, her sex pulsing beneath his tongue. “I want it all,” she whispered into the night air.


    It only took a few more licks and she tipped over the edge. Her legs clamped together and her body curled up as she moaned through her orgasm.


    “You’re so good at that.” Her words were muffled with the grip of her legs against his ears.


    When she eased up, Jack didn’t waste a second and thrust into her body.


    The cool breeze from the water kicked up the sand around them. But he didn’t stop thrusting. He fused their mouths together, their tongues dancing, tangling in the same rhythm as his hips.


    She ripped her mouth away and with a force he didn’t know she possessed, flipped their positions. With her hands palm-down in the sand, she hovered over his body, her hips moving in tight circles against him.


    She smiled. “You said I could have whatever I wanted.”


    “Anything.” He nodded. “Everything.” He shot up, fusing his torso with hers. His hands tangled in her hair, pulling her head back, exposing her neck. He latched on to the spot just under her ear and bit down.


    She shuddered.


    He moved his hands and slid them under her dress. He gripped her hips and helped her, adding more force to every thrust. “Ride me. Take your pleasure.”


    She attacked his lips but their kiss didn’t last long. Taking over the action, she pushed him down, resting her palms on his chest. She bobbed up and down at her own pace, which seemed to quicken with every second. He even lifted her dress to watch, the sight of his cock disappearing inside her a beautiful sight to behold.


    He fondled the soft globes of her breasts, then pulled down the neckline of her dress and pushed aside her bra cups, exposing them to the night air. With her lips parted and her eyes shut tight, she was lost in her own pleasure.


    The sound of the water lapping at the shore was the perfect background to their intimate encounter. And with the position of the moon hidden behind Sterling’s body, it glowed behind her, lighting her up like an angel. His angel.


    Her sex clamped down on his cock, and she cried out, “I’m coming.” Her moans grew louder. If she had been nervous about someone stumbling upon them she didn’t show it.


    His orgasm coiled tight inside him, tighter, until it snapped. Jack thrust his hips one, two, three times in rapid succession, sending himself over the edge.


    It was the sexiest thing he’d ever seen, a woman so lost in the moment. And at this moment, with her chest heaving and lips plump from his kisses, she had satisfied written all her face.


    They only had one more weekend together. He made a promise to return to Chicago. He had a lot of work ahead of him now that he had decided to put his plan to expand the program into action. And asking Sterling for her help was the perfect excuse to spend more time together because somehow he knew that leaving her behind was going to be the hardest thing he’d ever have to do.


     

  


  
     


    Chapter Eleven


    Sterling raced home, showered, and dressed, primping herself as best she could for her date with Jack.


    It was finally Saturday. A tingle of excitement sparked low in her belly. She’d counted down the hours since she’d left him last Sunday night.


    Sterling passed the time busy with her own clients during the day, then helping Jack with the auction and presentation every evening in between packing up the house. It was a good thing he wasn’t paying her by the hour because she was clocking in more than any other job she’d ever done. Not to mention spending quite a few of those hours in his bed. But as of last night, his proposal was complete and the house was organized. Movers had shown up to haul most of the items to a storage unit two days ago and everything that remained was scheduled to be picked up next week and shuttled to various agencies or the dump.


    Neil, Finn, and Cole had stopped by and picked up a few items they wanted to keep for themselves. Finn raided the kitchen of pots, gadgets, and utensils. Cole took a few pieces of Vivian’s jewelry and a blue knit blanket, and Neil took an old box that was labeled Arthur. They all wanted pictures but Sterling had lied and told them the storage boxes hadn’t come in yet. Her surprise was almost complete. She only needed a few more hours and they would all have their own personal scrapbook of memories.


    Her decision to help Jack with his proposal wasn’t monetary. That night on the beach she realized their time was coming to a close and she would have done anything to spend more time with him. Even if it meant she had to teach him how to use Microsoft Publisher.


    Despite his hesitance, Jack didn’t need any help, and she secretly hoped his insistence had to do with the fact that he wanted to spend time with her. Heaven knew she wanted to spend every spare minute with him. She was falling…lightly. But it was only a matter of time before she picked up speed, and with Jack gone, she’d have no one there to catch her, smashing into the concrete below. She checked her makeup in the rearview mirror before hopping out of her car. Sterling experimented with lip gloss today—a treat she had picked up during the week. Her lips were plump and pink, perfect for kissing Jack’s lips.


    She wondered what exciting things lay ahead for her that evening. Would they be using the jet again? Would they be visiting another hot spot meant to let down her guard?


    She was told to dress casual tonight and meet him at the restaurant. Maybe fancy wasn’t in the cards.


    The parking lot of Bistro was packed—as usual. The balmy summer air caressed her skin as she walked across the parking lot toward the restaurant. The sun, still shining brightly, started to make its descent toward the horizon. She smoothed down the front of her shirt and checked that her jeans were fitted perfectly before she entered the building.


    He was waiting for her at the hostess desk. He chatted up the young girl, who went from all smiles to coolness as soon as she walked through the door.


    “There you are.” He smiled and met her halfway. He hadn’t even bothered to say good-bye to the hostess, who huffed out an annoyed sound.


    “I think I’m a few minutes late. I—”


    Jack swooped in and kissed her. His tongue immediately swept against her lips, delving into her mouth with passionate force, the fact that she was late forgotten. With her mind a little hazy and her eyesight a little blurry, she stared up at him. This is what this man did to her.


    “Let’s go. A motorcycle is waiting.”


    “A motorcycle?” He pulled her by the hand and she yelped. “I didn’t agree to a motorcycle.”


    He looked behind and cocked his head to the side. “You’re not calling the shots, now, are you?”


    They walked around the building to the back parking lot. Sure enough, a motorcycle was parked by the back door to the kitchen.


    “I didn’t know you had a motorcycle.” There were probably a million more things she didn’t know about him.


    “I don’t. It’s Neil’s. We’re just borrowing it for the evening.”


    That reminded her. She wondered what he had up his sleeve for tonight. “What are we doing this evening?”


    He stopped halfway to the bike and hugged her into his body, getting serious. “I want to take you somewhere.”


    They walked up to the bike, where a young man stood guard smoking a cigarette.


    “Thanks, Mario.” He nodded—more like gestured—telling Mario to become scarce. His power tingled inside her. With one head tilt, he commanded. That was definitely something she wasn’t accustomed to. But it sure as hell was something she’d like to be.


    Two helmets sat atop the seat, a pair of gloves inside one of them. The bike was a black Ducati, and that’s all she could deduce from its physical appearance. She knew nothing about cars or motorcycles.


    A leather jacket hung on the handlebar. Black with pink stripes down the sleeves. “Is that for me?”


    “Every motorcycle chick needs a leather jacket.” He picked up the garment and held it out for her. She slid one arm in, then the other, the supple leather soft against her skin. It fitted perfectly.


    “Put this on.” He picked up the black helmet and slipped it on her head. He fitted the chinstrap, then pushed the visor down. He did the same with his helmet and straddled the sleek black bike. His jeans stretched to accommodate the position of his legs, accenting his strong, muscular thighs. He kicked back the stand and looked at Sterling.


    Nervousness filled her stomach, but she heated up at the thought of being pressed up against his body as they rode the streets.


    “Hop on, sweetheart.”


    She approached the bike, lifted her leg, and swung it up and over the seat.


    “Scooch in some more. Sit right against me and hold on tight.”


    She positioned herself flush against his back. Her legs cradled his beautiful ass, and she wiggled in her seat, rubbing her body against him.


    He turned his head. “If you keep doing that we’ll never make it through the first part of the night.”


    “There’s a second part?”


    “Patience, woman. All will be revealed in time.” He eased the bike back and straightened toward the road. “Lean into the turns, follow my body, and hold on tight.”


    She tensed. Was she really going to go through with this?


    “Sterling…not that tight.”


    “Sorry.” She eased her grip, not having even noticed she’d tensed. But when she uncurled her fingers, she was thankful for the leather jacket protecting his skin from her nails.


    The bike roared to life. She grabbed as much of his body as she could as they slowly eased out of the parking lot into the street. He took it slow as they navigated the city. The sensation of being in the open was exhilarating.


    When they hit the highway, he went full throttle. They zipped down the open road faster than expected, faster than anything she had ever experienced.


    He craned his neck. “Hold on.”


    He gunned it. A scream escaped her lips. She clung for dear life, burying her head against his back, squeezing her eyes shut.


    When she’d gotten her bearings, she peeked through one eye. The setting sun sparkled along Lake Ontario. She opened her other eye and loosened her grip, lifting her head from the safety of his body. She rested her chin on his shoulder.


    She now understood what it was like to fly. The faster the bike went, the more excited she became. But she’d also never felt so vulnerable. He literally held her safety in his hands handling such a powerful and dangerous vehicle.


    They merged north, traveling to the top of the city to the east. An area where she hadn’t spent much time. Although she missed the thrill of the open road, she was thankful when they veered off the highway and slowed.


    She glanced around, a little uncomfortable with their surroundings. This wasn’t the best, or safest, section of the city. After a few minutes of weaving through the streets, he came to a stop in front of an industrial building.


    He killed the engine and they slipped off the bike, taking their helmets with them.


    Taking out a set of keys from his pocket, he walked up to the building and she followed behind. When he opened the double door, he ushered her in first, and when he flicked on the lights, she gasped. Although situated on an urban street corner, this building was far from industrial.


    “This used to be a restaurant,” he said.


    “This place is fantastic.” The room was set up like some sort of test kitchen. All white and stainless steel, the open ceilings bared the ductwork and pipelines. The floor was white tile. Five mini kitchens sat around the open space, each equipped with a counter, sink, stove, and cooktop—gas, of course. “What did you do here?”


    “We gutted the restaurant and made it into the test site for the Cooking for the Future program,” he said as he closed the door behind them. “We need to get ready. The kids will be here any minute.” He walked to the front of the room, sat down his helmet, then slipped out of his leather jacket.


    “Kids?”


    “I’m teaching tonight. I’ve taken over the whole program since I’ve been back in town.”


    “Oh…” This was the last thing she expected.


    “I know it’s not the most romantic thing, but I didn’t want to skip one of our dates.”


    She controlled a burst of excitement at his admittance. He wanted to spend time with her. And it also wasn’t lost on her that he would have canceled their date and put the children first.


    “I’ve gotten attached to these kids since I’ve been back.”


    The noise from the city streets wafted inside and she turned as a line of kids barreled into the building.


    “Jack!” the second one in the door called. He smiled from ear to ear, his blond hair peeking out from underneath his baseball hat. His round, pudgy face was somewhat cute. “I made breakfast every day this week and finally I made an over easy-egg without breaking the yolk.”


    “Excellent work, little man.” Jack held his hand out in the shape of a fist, waiting for the kid to fist-bump. “I told you, all it takes is practice.”


    “Hey, Jack.” A young girl sidled up between the pudgy boy and him, stars in her eyes. Clearly she was smitten. She fiddled with her hands in front of her, probably unsure of how to deal with her crush. “What are we making today?”


    “You’ll find out soon enough, Megan. Grab your space.” He gripped her shoulder and guided her toward a counter.


    Three other kids—teens, really—took their positions and waited with excitement in their eyes for his next words. He had even these kids mesmerized.


    “Come on, Sterling, you’re with me at the front.” He pulled her along and positioned her behind the long counter that spread across the back of the room.


    “Huh? No. I can’t cook.” She had been excited to see him in front of an audience. When she thought he was teaching them. She stared down the young kids. “Jack?” she whispered, holding her hand around her mouth to keep the kids from hearing. “Remember the microwave?”


    He only smiled and placed his hand on her shoulder.


    But if he were as good a cooking instructor as he was a dance teacher, maybe she’d be a chef in no time.


    “Good evening, everyone.” He stood beside her behind the front counter, a confident, easy smile spread across his face. The group of teenagers stared back at him with awe. With a simple good evening he held them in rapt attention. He was incredible.


    “Who’s your friend, Jack?” the smallest of the group asked. He wore a skullcap and a red basketball jersey—what team, Sterling had no idea.


    “This is my friend, Sterling Andrews.” He grabbed her hand and squeezed. That simple gesture set off the butterflies in her stomach. “Sterling is going to cook with us.”


    She tensed. “I really can’t cook.”


    He leaned closer to whisper in her ear. “Neither could they.” He gestured to the kids. “Anyone can cook. All it takes is practice.”


    “Oh, Jack, I…”


    He crossed his arms over his chest and stared her down. “If they can do it, you can do it.”


    She looked at the kids, who all had determination in their eyes. He was right. If they could do it, so could she. She stood strong and waited for her instructions.


    “Can everyone say hello to Sterling?”


    A round of hellos surrounded her. She shyly waved at the group.


    “That’s not fair. She’s an adult,” the pudgy kid whined.


    She had the overwhelming urge to stick out her tongue.


    Jack laughed. “Don’t worry, Jesse. I assure you, she’s no threat.”


    She’d show him just how much of a threat she could be.


    “Can anyone guess what’s on the menu today by looking at the ingredients at your stations?”


    “Cheese pasta,” one of them yelled.


    He laughed. “Essentially, yes. It’s cheese pasta, better known as…”


    “Macaroni and cheese,” Megan shouted.


    He pointed at the correct answer.


    “Macaroni and cheese?” Sterling asked. “I thought this was a cooking class. Don’t you just boil water and stir?”


    “Not when you’re making it from scratch.”


    The kids glared at her. Was she not supposed to question the teacher? She was in serious trouble. Boiling water was the extent of her culinary expertise. She was going to be upstaged by a bunch of kids.


    “The first thing we’re going to do is make the base sauce. This is a sauce you can use in many recipes, a variety of different ways, and once you master it, you’ll have a ton of recipes at your fingertips. It’s called a béchamel sauce.”


    Jack stepped down and walked through the rows of mini-kitchens. “Everyone put on your chef’s coats and let’s get started.”


    She put on a coat he’d left for her and the kids followed suit, removing coats from their bags, all except for one—the pudgy one.


    “Where’s your coat, Jesse” Jack asked.


    The kid tugged down his baseball hat and refused to look him in the eye.


    “Jesse?”


    The kid glanced over at Megan, who was coaxing him to do something.


    Jack looked between them and crossed his arms over his chest. “Did you lose your coat?”


    Jesse shook his head.


    “Did you forget it?”


    Again, Jesse disagreed.


    “Then…”


    Jesse slipped something out of his bag—the coat that used to be white. Black smudges covered the fabric, and one of the arms was ripped from the seam. It had been purposely ruined. The rest of the kids sat quietly, except for Megan.


    “Some assholes grabbed—”


    “Language,” Jack interrupted.


    Sterling smiled at his concern.


    “Some jerks pushed Jesse around last week and took his coat.” Megan straightened. She was one tough little girl. “I showed up but it was too late to save the jacket.”


    “Is that why you have scratches on your face?” he asked.


    The girl looked at the floor.


    “Fighting is not the answer.”


    Megan said, “They called him Chef Fatty.”


    “Megan,” Jesse yelled.


    “Jesse, you can always get another coat. You don’t need to be embarrassed. And you shouldn’t be ashamed of what we do here.” Jack looked around the room, at all of the kids. “People pick on others because of their own insecurities, and maybe even jealousy. If it happens again, invite them to the program. I’ll make room.”


    “But Jack—”


    “No buts. Just try it.” He laid his arm around the kid’s shoulder and guided him to the back. “Come on, Jesse, let’s get you another coat.”


    Sterling was…impressed. More than impressed. He would make a great father if he ever settled down and decided that’s what he wanted to do. But was that what he wanted? The media portrayed him as a commitment-phobe party animal, but that was a far cry from the man she had gotten to know.


    The volume in the room grew louder as the group began their recipes. She watched in awe at the motivation and interest the group showed. Who would have thought a bunch of teenagers wanted to make a béchamel sauce?


    “Sterling?” Jack whispered over her shoulder. “You don’t want a bunch of kids to beat you, do you?”


    Like hell. She got right to work.


    She read over the recipe and placed her utensils on the counter in a line. Although she had no idea what she was doing, at least she could organize the damn things. After turning on the stove, she placed the pot on the burner.


    The chatter of the room buzzed in the background while she concentrated on her task. She measured out the ingredients as the recipe called for and cursed when the salt spilled all over the counter. Shouldn’t there be a smaller spout for measuring tiny amounts like the necessary one-third of a teaspoon? She looked up at the children. Damn! They had poured the salt into their palms and sprinkled it into the mixture. But how did they know the right amount?


    When the ingredients were mixed she poured the milk into the pan. The recipe said to consistently stir the sauce. How was she supposed to do that and watch over a pot of boiling water?


    Big hands slid around her waist and a chin rested on her shoulder. She gasped, and immediately recognized Jack’s sexy scent.


    “You’re trying to distract me.”


    “How are we doing here?” he asked, scrutinizing her progress.


    She sighed. The mixture didn’t look like the picture. “It’s a mess.”


    “Looks perfect to me.”


    She glanced at the workstations and caught the glare of the young girl whose eyes narrowed and one side of her lips curved up in a sneer. She was getting the stink-eye from a teenage girl. She didn’t even get evil looks from girls when she was in high school. “Does everyone have their béchamel sauce ready?” he asked as he walked away.


    Five heads nodded in unison. They were beating her.


    “Good. By now your water should be boiling.” He walked around the stations and peeked into each pot. “Let’s get the macaroni started.”


    They all poured the bag of macaroni into the pots.


    “Don’t forget to salt your water.”


    Some of the kids scrambled to add the salt, and others were already on the ball. Sterling was lagging behind. Wrestling with the spout on the box, it came loose and once again, salt spilled all over her workstation. Son of a…


    “We’re looking for al dente pasta,” Jack instructed. “Remember this has to go in the oven, so if you cook the pasta too much it will come out mushy and that makes for some gross mac and cheese.”


    Al dente. She knew that term, yet she never managed to achieve it. Her pasta was always too hard or too soft.


    “We’re using dried pasta so it should take about ten minutes. While the water is boiling, grab your ramekin. We don’t want the food to stick, so we’re going to coat the glass with some butter.”


    Sterling did as instructed. She had to admit it was much easier to cook when you had your own personal chef telling you what to do, but she was still sucking. When the pasta was drained she slowly poured it into a bowl and added the béchamel.


    “At this point, you want to make sure all of the pasta is coated with the sauce. Now, if you wanted to get creative, you could start adding things to the mixture. Maybe, bacon?”


    He walked around the room as he spoke watching over the children. “Pour your mixture into the ramekin. Top it with the bread crumbs. You’re going to cut off a pat of butter and break it up, leaving dollops on top of the bread crumbs around the top.”


    She was impressed with herself. It looked a little…homemade, but after following Jack’s instructions, she placed her dish into the oven.


    “Excellent work, everyone. That will take about twenty minutes. Let’s clean up.”


    Groans filled the room. Guess these teenagers liked cooking but not the cleanup that accompanied it. This was her favorite part. She watched Jack float around the room laughing and joking with the kids, but never once offering to help. He was a hard-ass.


    “I don’t see you cleaning, Sterling Andrews.”


    She crossed her arms over her chest. “You really are full of surprises, Jack Vaughn.”


    “Impressed?” He leaned his hip against the counter.


    She expected a fancy night out on the town, not an intimate glimpse into his private life. A fling didn’t usually entail revelations this big. Maybe she wasn’t the only one liking the idea of this becoming more than just casual. But she knew the score. In just over a week he’d be gone.


    “Of course I’m impressed. These kids love you. They listen to you and respect you.”


    “They’re great kids. Just misunderstood.” He looked around the room with a soft smile. “Emmett,” Jack pointed to the kid with the skullcap, “lives in an independent living home. He can come and go as he pleases. In another year he’ll be ready to work in a restaurant. I think Cole would be more than willing to take him on. The rest of them live with foster parents.”


    “You give them jobs?”


    He nodded. “When we can. That’s the whole point of this program. To not only teach them the life skill of cooking, but to equip them with some experience for securing a job in the culinary arts once they have to move out on their own. At least they’ll have a chance to support themselves.”


    Every minute she spent with him impressed her more and more.


    “Megan’s finally found a foster family that understands her.” He stared at the young girl who kept looking at him with stars in her eyes. “She’s been bounced around for years, every few months moved to a new family. I think this time she’s found a match.”


    She knew exactly what it felt like to be overlooked, and she even had two biological parents. In her eyes that seemed not to sting so much. “Do they get adopted? Kids their age?”


    His face hardened. “It’s very rare. We know the statistics. My brothers and I had lost all hope of finding a real family. Then Vivian came along.”


    “Do you ever think of taking in a foster child?” She didn’t know if she had it in her to take in a teenager. She knew firsthand what a handful her own siblings could be, but they were family. She couldn’t imagine taking in a stranger. More importantly, if a woman was going to have a life with Jack Vaughn, she needed to know what was in store for her. Not that she would ever have a life with him. It was pure curiosity.


    “I think about it. I feel guilty about it. But I move around too much. Foster kids need stability.” There was that guilt card. She knew all about that one.


    “You shouldn’t feel guilty. You’re giving back. Just because you aren’t opening up your home doesn’t mean you’re not making a difference.”


    He nodded, but she knew he didn’t take her words to heart. It was something he needed to come to terms with on his own.


    The timers on the ovens went off almost simultaneously. The cooking time was up and the group spent the next forty-five minutes eating, laughing, and making fun of her inedible macaroni and cheese. Witnessing the program in action gave her a new appreciation for the work all four brothers did. They gave up their time and money to give back the same way their mother had. It was admirable. Jack was admirable. Worth so much more than he gave himself credit for.


    The kids eventually filed out one by one, each making an effort to say an individual good-bye to Jack. Even Sterling got a couple of hugs.


    As soon as the last kid shuffled out, Jack asked, “Are you ready for the second part of our date?”


    Her stomach danced with excitement. “Let me guess, back on the motorcycle? To drive to a hot-air balloon? That will take us to a spaceship?”


    Jack shook his head, laughing at her.


    “Hah, no.” He grinned. “Come on. I want to show you something.” Jack wrapped his arm around her waist. “You were right about the motorcycle though. Ready to get back on?”


    She sighed. “As ready as I’ll ever be.”


    She had no idea what kind of surprise Jack had in store for her, and when they parked a fair distance from a set of buildings, she became even more confused.


    These weren’t just any old buildings, they were apartment buildings—more specifically, ones that she recognized as low-income units subsidized by the government for people on assistance.


    “What are we doing here?” Night had fallen and their surroundings were illuminated by the streetlights overhead.


    “This is where I came from.” He removed his helmet and put it between his stomach and the bike. She followed his lead.


    Cars were parked in front of the building entrances, music blaring from inside. Kids played on a playground in the middle of the complex, laughing and just…being kids.


    Where he came from? She didn’t understand. “You lived here?”


    “I never knew who my dad was. I lived here with my mom and my grandmother. My grandmother raised me. My mom was too busy partying and doing drugs to pay attention.”


    She didn’t pretend that the life of a foster child was easy, but she never thought the man she was with now could have ever endured such a horrible childhood.


    “My grandmother died when I was ten and a week later, my mom dropped me off with Children’s Aid and never came back. Until…” He paused, taking a deep breath. This was intimate information. Even more intimate than his relationship with the kids from the program. And somehow, she didn’t think he divulged it to any of the random women he’d been known to date.


    “You don’t have to tell me all this.”


    “I know.” He turned his body around as best he could to look at her. “I want to tell you. I want someone in this world to know me. Not Jack the Madewood brother, but Jack who comes from the ghetto.”


    Her heart swelled. Sterling nodded and leaned forward, wrapping her arms around him. She wanted him to know she cared. That for the next few minutes, he was safe.


    “My mother showed up again when I was seventeen when she figured out Vivian had taken me in. She was still using. Still broken. I got her into rehab. She even finished the program. I lent her some cash to start a new future.”


    Why did Sterling have the sinking feeling this story didn’t end with a happily ever after?


    “I never saw her again. She took the check and ran.”


    Her stomach churned. She knew exactly how he felt. Having the people who are supposed to love you unconditionally take advantage. They had both been betrayed. But he didn’t need to know about her trouble. He had enough on his plate.


    “Vivian took me in when I was fourteen.” He paused, no doubt memories of the wonderful woman flashing in his mind. “I thought it was odd that a single woman with a shitload of money wanted a fourteen-year-old boy. What she wanted with four teenage boys.”


    He probably wasn’t the only one with that question.


    “We all treaded lightly, even Neil, Finn, and Cole, who had already been with Vivian for quite a few months. We knew she was the real deal when Neil turned eighteen and she asked him to stay even though he was officially out of the system. When Finn realized she wanted to keep us forever, he wanted to change his name. He wanted to be a Madewood. But she wouldn’t allow it.”


    “Why was that?”


    “She wanted us to keep our names, to remember who we were, where we came from. That no matter where the future may take us, our pasts—no matter how bleak—were a part of us and would shape us as men.”


    “She was a smart woman.”


    He nodded and held out his hand. “So this is where I came from. I don’t really remember much before I ended up in foster care. Not sure if that’s my brain trying to protect me from bad memories, or if I was just too young.”


    “Probably a little of both.” Unfortunately, Sterling didn’t have that luxury. She remembered every infested apartment, every crappy car, every angry landlord banging on the front door. Still, she was relieved to know Jack had been spared so much of the grief she’d lived through as a teen.


    “So every once in a while I drive out here and remind myself how lucky I am. How grateful I am that a woman like Vivian was brought into my life.”


    “You are lucky.” She squeezed him tighter.


    He leaned his head back and rested it on her shoulder. “Sometimes it feels like the cord tying me to the universe has been cut and I’m spinning out of control with no end in sight. I miss her so much.”


    Those were heavy words for a man like him to utter. A man who had expectations put on him. Who had a legacy to contribute to.


    She had no experience with death. Although she had wanted to off her parents on more than one occasion over the years, they were still very much alive…and bleeding her dry.


    She kissed the side of his head. “You’re special, Jack. You’re an accomplished chef and entrepreneur; you help out your family when they need it. And you’re continuing your mother’s work.” His idea to move forward with the foundation was a wonderful way of soothing his guilt.


    “I just don’t want who I am to overshadow the good that my family can do. Maybe I shouldn’t be the face of the foundation.”


    His aversion to being in the spotlight made sense. He’d been burned by gossip vultures looking for the next scandal.


    “Once people realize what the foundation is all about, you won’t matter.” She smiled. “You’re not all that.”


    His body shook with a light laugh. “All this work, and then I’ll be gone. Leaving it all behind.”


    She couldn’t argue with him there. He was leaving. But didn’t he realize that everything he did when it came to his businesses was to benefit the foundation? She hugged him tight. “You’re allowed to have your own life, Jack.”


    She let go as he turned slightly, and she leaned to look in his eyes. “No woman has taken the time to get to know me, Sterling. Not like you. They all just want the fantasy.”


    He was so much more than just a fantasy. What she wouldn’t give to be in his life permanently. She started this journey with him one hundred percent sure she wanted nothing to do with a relationship, but the more time she spent with Jack, the stronger her belief in a happily ever after grew.


    Silence fell between them. It was a meaningful pause—a game-changing pause.


    She opened her mouth to speak, but the words evaded her. How did she tell him? Where did she even begin?


    “Your turn. Spill.”


    Sterling hesitated. Jack just liked her as Exciting Sterling, the woman he could bring to new heights and teach new things. He didn’t want her reality. Her boring financial problems. Her messed-up family. Even if he might understand, there was no way she deserved his sympathy. His pity. She couldn’t take that right now. She needed a distracting story.


    She leaned back, unwrapping herself from his body. “What’s to spill? I wasn’t good enough so my boyfriend dumped me for my former best friend.” Those words were like poison. Still, one year later, was she ever going to find a day when she didn’t feel so disgusted?


    He straightened and forced her to look into his eyes. “I don’t want to hear you talk like that.”


    She jumped off the bike and turned her back to him.


    “Tom and I were perfect—same interests, same goals.” Anger coursed through her. She wanted to punch something. Her fists were ready, tense at her sides.


    “He stifled you.” It wasn’t a question.


    She scoffed. “What do you know?”


    “I know enough. Why else would you be looking for some fun?”


    He was right again. Sterling hated that.


    “On paper he was perfect, I bet.” He paused. “Whereas I would be…”


    Sterling whipped around and caught his stare. “Just as perfect.”


    His expression didn’t change but his eyes dimmed at her comment. Did he not believe her?


    She rushed over to him, grabbing on to his hands. “Jack…” How did she explain that he was everything she had been looking for? Her perfect-on-paper fiancé never gave her the burning desire that Jack elicited with a simple glance. He never made her feel worthy of time spent. It took the bad boy to make her feel like she mattered, to make her feel wanted. It took the bad boy to make her feel loved.


    Holy hell. She loved him. Head-over-heels-I-don’t-want-you-to-leave love. But he was something she could never keep for herself.


    “It’s not what’s on paper that matters. Real love is all the things that don’t show up on that list.” She squeezed his hands. “They’re the things that matter most. You taught me that. You helped me figure out the qualities that don’t appear on my list.”


    He smiled. She only hoped she got through to him.


    “You figured those out all by yourself.” He pulled his hand from hers and cupped her cheek. “But no one has the right to hold you back. Paper-perfect or not.”


    “Ha. My list was pretty boring until you came along. I probably held myself back.” She turned her back to him and stared across the open space to the buildings. “I’m the boring, uptight, librarian type.”


    “You are far from boring. I don’t know any librarians who look as good as you do in lingerie. And as for uptight…we’re loosening you up one day at a time.”


    She’d done pretty damn good work on the loosening up part.


    Sterling smiled and turned. He stared at her, desire ripening his eyes. She knew that look. Their heavy conversation was just about to turn into some heavy petting.


    “Now what do you say you climb up here and give me a little taste of your sweetness?”


    She was about to mount the bike behind him, but when he cleared his throat, she stopped.


    “Up here.” He moved down the seat and patted in front of him. “Facing me.”


    Heat bloomed in her body. She fit her leg over the bike and straddled him, her legs resting over his as she situated herself.


    “Come here.” He gripped the back of her neck. Desire danced in his eyes and he scooped her up, smashing his mouth down on hers in a feverish kiss. His lips set off a procession of fireworks that left her weak and starry-eyed.


    He caressed her back, up then down then tighter, and all the while her breasts were crushed against his rock-hard chest. His hands slid underneath her shirt, finding bare skin. The warmth of his hand tingled, leaving a heated trail.


    He undid the clasp of her bra, releasing her breasts, and skimmed his fingers along her back. They flickered over her rib cage, his forefinger brushing the underside of her breast. Rough hands abraded soft mounds, kneading, tweaking, sending her body into desperate need.


    She gyrated her hips, rubbing her core against the seat, trying to slake the ache of her clit as he assaulted her with sensation.


    He grabbed her hips and tugged, leaning his body back until she straddled his pelvis.


    “Sterling,” he whispered against her lips. “I would never hold you back.” He bit her bottom lip, sucking it between his teeth, letting his tongue swipe across her plump skin. “Thank you for letting me be…me. This is more than I ever expected it would be.”


    These were not the words of a casual fling. Was this what he thought she wanted to hear? She should have kept her mouth shut. Confessing that she was such a pathetic loser made him feel sorry for her. Made him pretend to care, when in reality, he was leaving. Her heart wanted it to be true. Her heart wanted more than anything for this man to stay and continue their fun indefinitely.


    But Jack had never been so revealing in all the time they had spent together. Maybe she wasn’t the only one who was changing, growing.


    She pulled away and gazed into the depths of his brown eyes. “Maybe we bring out the best in each other.” Whether this was true or not didn’t matter. This was only temporary and she would never be the type of woman that would hold him back. And her financial situation would do just that. She knew all too well what living a stunted life was like. She had her parents to thank for that.


    Nipping his chin, she mumbled against his jaw. “Since I don’t have you to myself for much longer, I’m going to take advantage of you.”


    That’s all she could do. That’s all they had agreed to do. They didn’t have much time together. Only one more weekend.


    Lowering her head, she captured his lips. They were perfect for tugging between her own. She moaned when he slipped his tongue inside her mouth. It only took a quick kiss to get her body to respond. She was already burning up.


    When they came up for air, Jack said, “It seems my plan is working.”


    “You bring out the wild girl in me.” And I don’t think I ever want you to leave.


    “Well, wild girl, you have permission to use and abuse my body however you see fit.”


    She grinned and attacked his lips, not wanting to waste a minute.


    …


    Sterling parked in the lot of the subway station and searched the crowd loitering by the doors for her sisters. She’d been so preoccupied with Jack over the last few weeks that she’d been neglecting them. Neglecting everything. She wasn’t able to concentrate on anything without Jack popping into her thoughts every thirty seconds.


    She knew their fling wasn’t going to last forever and she needed a game plan. This situation with her parents and the house wasn’t going to fix itself. It was time to put her family first and stop being so selfish. Although if she was honest, it felt good to be selfish for a change. It felt good to…feel good. About herself. About her sexuality. And she had Jack Vaughn to thank for that.


    After two minutes of head-bobbing from the driver’s seat, Sterling gave up. She was never going to find them in this crowd. She pulled out her phone and texted Surrey. Two minutes later, she and her twin, Sidney, emerged from the crowd.


    The sight of them warmed her heart. She loved them. Would do anything for them. She was so happy they didn’t know the worst side of their parents. She was so happy that she could keep them safe from the same horror that was her childhood.


    “Sterling, what are you doing here?” Sidney asked. Her brown hair was pulled back in a ponytail. It was usually the only way people could tell the difference between the identical twins. Sidney was the sporty one and always had her hair pulled away from her face.


    She looked much thinner since the last time she’d seen her. Which was weird since the girl packed away food like a sumo wrestler. The smile that usually brightened her face was there, but it didn’t reach her eyes.


    “I finished work a little early. I called Mom and offered to pick you up. Maybe take you to dinner.”


    “Dinner?” Sidney perked up. “Anywhere we want?”


    With a nod, Sterling answered, “Anywhere you want.”


    “I’m in.” Sidney raced around the front of the car. “Shotgun!”


    Sterling laughed and turned toward Surrey. “You snooze, you lose.”


    Surrey shrugged and reached for the back door. Although she was never one to smile from ear to ear without provocation, she looked especially down in the dumps.


    Before she climbed into the car, Sterling noticed that her knapsack had been stapled to keep the strap from dangling. Damn teenagers. When they loved something, they never wanted to give it up.


    Just like you feel about Jack.


    Sterling shook off the thought. No Jack. Not this evening. Tonight was for her sisters.


    Sidney had decided on their favorite restaurant, a hamburger joint famous for its chili cheese fries. They shouted their order over the noise of the crowd, all of their go-to items. It was enough food to feed a family of six, but Sterling wouldn’t deprive her sisters of anything.


    They sidestepped through the mess of tables and when they sat down with their trays, Sidney attacked her burger like a vampire drinking from the vein for the first time. She was ravenous. Surrey was just as savage.


    “Did you two forget to eat breakfast?”


    “Not for a month,” Sidney mumbled around her mouthful of food.


    Surrey elbowed Sidney, hard, in the rib cage and shot her an evil glare. Sidney glared back with equal disdain.


    Her words may have been muffled with food, but Sterling understood.


    She stabbed her fork into her pile of cheese fries and stared them down. “What is going on?”


    They both stared blankly. Getting information out of these two was just as hard as getting it out of her parents.


    “You haven’t eaten breakfast in a month?” Her eyes narrowed while she waited for an answer.


    Sidney swallowed hard. She heard the gulp from across the table. “Sterling, we—”


    “You promised,” Surrey cried out. The evil look meant for Sidney turned into sadness as she pleaded with her eyes.


    “Promised what?” Sterling asked. “Tell me what’s going on.”


    Sidney lowered her eyes to the table. “Mom and Dad are gambling.”


    Shit! She tried so hard to shelter them from their addiction. She had been doing a great job until recently, but not living in the same household meant she didn’t know what was going on every minute of every day.


    With a heavy sigh, Sterling said, “I know.”


    “You knew,” Surrey wailed. “You knew and did nothing.”


    Her stomach churned at the accusation.


    “It’s not Sterling’s fault,” Sidney snapped at her twin.


    She appreciated the solidarity, but she knew it wasn’t the truth. It was her fault. But what was she supposed to do? The situation was much more complicated than they knew.


    “I can’t just snap my fingers and fix it. They have an addiction. They…they need to want to help themselves.”


    “You said you would take care of us,” Surrey said, this time it was a yell.


    Sterling slouched down in her chair. The other patrons had turned their heads at her sister’s shouting.


    “Sidney’s had to go to Jennie’s house all week to use the Internet because mom canceled the service.” Tears threatened to fall from her watering eyes.


    “Her parents were nice enough to feed me, too,” Sidney said.


    Surrey fisted her hands on the table. “Dad barely even talks to us. We confronted Mom and she made us promise not to tell you.”


    It killed her. The sight of her sisters so sad, so helpless, broke her heart.


    She let this happen. She left these two bright, beautiful girls with selfish assholes who cared for no one but themselves. She had let them down. And worst of all, the situation had gotten even more out of control over the last few weeks while she was busy having sex. Too busy indulging in pleasure to realize her sisters needed her help.


    Guilt nagged at her. She was the reason Sidney looked malnourished. The reason Surrey’s knapsack wasn’t replaced. While Sterling was looking out for herself, the situation had become so much more than just gambling and the threat of losing the house. It was about her sisters’ welfare and the fact that she had been too blinded by desire to notice the writing on the wall.


    “I’m sorry.” Sterling leaned across the table and clutched her sisters’ hands.


    Sidney half smiled but on Surrey, the look of devastation was too much to take.


    “I’ll fix it.” Sterling bit back a sob, but a lone tear broke free and trickled down her cheek. “I promise.”


    She didn’t know how. But she would fix it.


    No matter the cost.


     

  


  
     


    Chapter Twelve


    Sterling attached the embellishment to a square of twelve-by-twelve card stock. Jack’s image smiled at her from the picture she’d glued to the middle of the page, his arm around his mother—he was the most beautiful thing she’d ever seen. Every day she spent with him that smile became more constant, a permanent feature she could definitely get used to.


    She’d never seen him as animated as she had last night at the test kitchen. She could fall in love with a man on a mission—a man determined to make something of his life. Who was she kidding? She was already in love with him. But that love would be shoved to the back burner. She had to fix her family. Her time to be selfish was over.


    Despite her exhaustion, and the fact that the heart-to-heart with her sisters had been emotionally draining, Sterling powered through the surprise she had planned for Jack and his brothers. They deserved more than just a box of pictures. Four boxes were spread on top of her kitchen table. She would have given everything to have a box of pictures from her childhood, but her parents weren’t the type of people who clung to memories. And considering the number of times they’d moved around the country, whatever pictures they did have were lost.


    She flipped through the pages she’d already completed, the collages of Jack’s culinary certificates, a few culinary awards, and more pictures of him and his brothers, a little envious of his tangible memories.


    A knock sounded on her front door. It was probably one or both of her sisters. When she left them this afternoon, after giving them money to hide away, she had told them to stop by any time.


    She padded the ten feet to the door and looked through the peephole. Her breath caught. Jack’s magnified head stared back at her.


    “Sterling?” His head leaned to the side. “I can see your feet under the door.”


    Quickly, she smoothed her clothing, checking for any coffee stains or stray bits of paper, tucked her hair back, then opened the door.


    “Hi,” she croaked. The sight of this man never ceased to drive her crazy with excitement, which always turned into overwhelming desire. “What…how do you know where I live?”


    “Penn.”


    Note to self: rip Penn a new one for giving him her address.


    He rubbed his hand at the back of his neck. “Are you going to invite me in?”


    “Come…”


    Oh, crap. She couldn’t just let him in with his present spread out on the table. Not after she’d worked so hard. “Can you wait a minute?”


    Without waiting for a reply, she raced inside and piled up her scrapbooking things, and threw her scissors, glue, and scrap paper into an empty box. She surveyed the table; her bank and credit card statements were laid out for anyone to see. She looked from left to right and decided to hide them in the tiny slot in the kitchen between the fridge and microwave. With her secrets out of sight, she returned to the door and let him in.


    As soon as the door opened he barreled his way in and grabbed her up into his arms, hugging her tightly.


    “We did it,” he said. He squeezed her tighter, then let go, dropping her to her feet. “Everything is set. I heard from the lawyers about an hour ago and as long as my brothers approve, the Vivian Madewood Foundation will be a reality.”


    He pushed past her and walked the short distance to her green secondhand couch, which was situated between her secondhand oak end tables.


    “That’s wonderful. I’m so happy for you.”


    It was good news. Jack had worked damn hard putting his idea together. He’d made at least one hundred phone calls and asked about a million questions, but it had paid off. And now all he had to do was present the information to his brothers.


    “I couldn’t have done it without you.”


    She waved her hand on her way to closing the front door. “Are you kidding me? You did this all on your own. All I did was show you how to use Publisher.”


    “You did more than that.”


    His fingers fumbled along the back of the couch as he surveyed his surroundings.


    “Nice place,” he said after finally making eye contact.


    “It’s not really.” Her apartment was as big as the smallest guest bedroom at the mansion. Jack showing up at her bleak apartment was more embarrassing than her gold-medal performance in upchucking that night on the boat.


    With an intoxicating smile on his face, he paced from her makeshift living room to her tiny, narrow kitchen, which housed a fridge and stove the same age as her. Finally, he stopped on the opposite side of her kitchen table, tracing his finger along the mustard-colored Formica tabletop. She tensed. He wouldn’t be nosy enough to open up the boxes, would he?


    The awkward silence was killing her.


    “I was just getting ready for bed,” she lied. She couldn’t exactly tell him she was making him a present.


    “I’m sorry. I should go. I wasn’t thinking.” He made for the door.


    “Hold it. I didn’t say you had to leave. But you should be out celebrating.”


    “I…” He turned to face her. “I wanted to celebrate with you.”


    Her heart skipped. When she’d gone on that yacht she never thought she’d fall so hard. Especially not with Jack Vaughn, the socialite’s bad-boy son. But he wasn’t a bad boy after all. The man was sweet, kind, generous, and driven. So much more than what she expected.


    “Why are you looking at me like that?”


    She tensed. Did her eyes betray her emotion? Because she definitely couldn’t come out and tell him she’d fallen in love with him. But before she had a chance to answer, he rushed toward her and scooped her into his arms.


    A squeak escaped her lips with the rough squeeze of his arms around her body. “Jack?”


    He brushed his lips against hers. That excitement she felt rumble in her stomach quickly morphed into desire. And when he kissed her it wasn’t slow or sweet. It wasn’t gentle. No, this kiss rocked her very being. A tangling of tongues that left her weak.


    He ripped his mouth away, shaking his head. They both panted from the intensity of their kiss.


    “I should go.” Pressing his forehead against hers, he whispered, “I don’t know what to do.” He turned his head, but his forehead still clung to hers.


    “About what, Jack?” What the hell was he talking about? “Talk to me.”


    As he tried to step away, she jerked him back. Like hell he was leaving. This man had spent the last three weeks making sure every one of her desires was sated. The least she could do was reciprocate. He needed her strength, because for some reason he had gone from ecstatic to guilt-ridden in a matter of seconds. It was probably your silly puppy-dog gawking. Way to turn off a man.


    Grabbing both sides of his face, she brushed her thumbs against his cheeks. “You don’t have to tell me. Just don’t leave.”


    Sterling wrapped her arms around him, snaking her hands up his back to rest on his shoulders. She dipped her head, pressing her lips against his, nipping, sucking, trying desperately to engage him. Flicking out her tongue, she traced the seam of his mouth and finally, he opened for her, allowed her the opportunity to deepen the kiss.


    His hands were rough with her body, his lips hard and demanding. But for a second time he jerked away. One hand clasped the back of her neck and fisted her hair. “I want you so bad.”


    There was no mistaking the desire in his eyes.


    “I won’t be gentle.”


    Rough sex? Dirty sex? Where did she sign up?


    He stared her down, his lips thinned into a straight line, and his eyes pinned her in place as if daring her. “Do you want me to leave?”


    That would be a hell, no.


    “I want you to take me to bed.”


    He looked deep into her eyes. So deep, his stare touched her soul.


    But the intimacy was short-lived when he grabbed her bottom and lifted. She wrapped her legs around his waist. He didn’t need directions, he knew exactly where the bedroom was, and with a brisk pace he took them to the bed.


    He let go and she bounced on the mattress. They both scrambled to strip her bare, her clothes like heat-seeking missiles with only one destination: the floor.


    When she was completely naked, he positioned her in the middle of the bed and straddled her body. He made his way from her forehead to her toes, licking and kissing every inch of her skin, his five o’clock shadow rubbing her raw. He returned to her mouth, and when she lifted her head, their lips connected. His tongue swiped across just before he invaded her mouth, staking his claim.


    A low growl filled the room as she gripped his head, her hands threading through his hair, guiding him down between her legs.


    He licked up the inside of her thigh, stopping at the edge of her sex. His hand flattened against her mound, and he snaked his tongue across her clit. She gasped. The pleasure was so intense; she was only a few licks away from release.


    “I love how wet you get for me. With barely even a touch.” His moans of appreciation vibrated against her, ramping up the pleasure, coiling tightly in her womb. He licked, more furiously this time, spreading her legs, giving himself better access to her core.


    “You’ve ruined me,” she moaned, pushing his face harder against her body. He circled her clit with his tongue as his free hand found the folds of her sex. He penetrated with one finger, swiping up and down, then using the tip to rub against her clit.


    Sterling grabbed her breasts, kneading the soft skin in her hands. Her pelvis bucked on its own accord. Seconds later, she came undone.


    Before she recovered, he was already on top of her, his lips pressing against hers with urgency. The taste of her was heavy on his lips.


    “I need you. I’ve never needed anyone…wanted anyone…like I want you.”


    These were the things she’d always longed to hear. “Then take me.”


    He left her on the bed. Coldness settled in with his absence. He quickly rid himself of his clothes and was back on the bed in less than ten seconds. He crawled up her body, prowling over her. He settled between her legs and thrust inside her in one smooth movement.


    He plunged slowly, pumping his hips in a steady rhythm, every thrust pushing her closer to release. Their eyes locked. Great sex was great sex but with the connection of their bodies something shifted. Something that they both couldn’t deny. Something that might change the very relationship they’d agreed to keep casual.


    She pushed her head back against the pillow and arched her body, not only giving her the edge she so desperately needed, but relenting to his dominion over her body. He pumped a little faster, but instead of the hard and fast sex she expected, he kept his cool, refusing to unleash his animalistic side, fucking her with a sweet, steady rhythm.


    Their eyes connected. At that moment they weren’t fulfilling part of some deal. This was real. She knew right down to her soul.


    “Sterling…” He buried his head in her neck and moaned, his body vibrating in her arms.


    She rested her hand at the back of his head. “Come for me, Jack.”


    He pumped twice and buried himself to the hilt, his body shaking against hers as his cock released inside her. The contractions sent her over the edge and she shuddered, accepting the waves of pleasure that rolled throughout her body.


    The way they’d made love was unlike anything she’d ever experienced. They’d broken the rules of their relationship.


    And there was no going back from here.


    …


    Jack played with the wisps of hair at the top of Sterling’s head. She had fallen asleep across his chest, the steady warmth of her breath tickled his skin, and he’d spent the last ten minutes contemplating their actions.


    He showed up here expecting celebration sex—although sex wouldn’t be the word he used to describe what just went down with the beautiful woman asleep on top of him—until she leveled him with one look. It was the look he had been afraid of this entire time. The look of more. More than what he wanted. More than what he was willing to give. He had to leave.


    He slipped out from Sterling’s embrace, quietly dressed, and made his way to the kitchen.


    He’d been tending bar when he’d heard from the lawyers that the details concerning the charity had been ironed out. He left the restaurant wanting to celebrate. And there was only one person he wanted to celebrate with. Sterling.


    The idea had come full circle and everything was falling into place. During his stay he’d managed to honor his mother by expanding the program, help out his brothers, and help Sterling have the time of her life. And soon he would be gone. Jetting back to his normal life.


    He took a glass from her cupboard and filled it up with the bottled water from her fridge. Her apartment was sparse—not the type of place he expected her to live.


    He sipped on his drink as he paced her living space. Old, minimal furniture filled the room, probably hand-me-downs bought from a used furniture store. Not that it mattered. He was fully aware that not everyone had the same privileges he did. And the fact that he knew just how bad things could get made him appreciate Vivian and the opportunities she had set before him even more.


    He returned to the kitchen to refill his glass, and when he pulled open the fridge door a mess of papers fell to the floor. “Shit.”


    He knelt to pick up his mess. He collected the papers haphazardly on top of each other but he couldn’t help from noticing they were invoices and statements with Sterling’s name on them.


    His stomach flip-flopped. He looked toward the bedroom, hoping he hadn’t woken her up. She was still wrapped up in the comforter, fast asleep.


    He didn’t mean to look at the contents of the papers but it was impossible to miss the red OVERDUE scrawled at the top of the bill. Formal letters from the bank demanded payment of a home—her home. Underneath that, there were several credit card statements totaling thousands of dollars. That would explain why she lived in this apartment. But how could she have possibly gotten herself into such a situation? Sterling was the most responsible, organized person he’d ever met. There’s no way she would fall behind on mortgage payments.


    Maybe she’s responsible now. Maybe she hadn’t always been responsible.


    “Jack?” Her soft voice carried from the doorway. “What are you doing?”


    “I…” He stuffed the papers on the seat of the chair in front of him, then looked up.


    Fear shone in her eyes. She rushed to the table and grabbed the pile of papers. “It’s rude to look through people’s things, you know.”


    “Says the woman who’s looked through every drawer and closet of my home.”


    She gasped, drawing back. “It’s my job.”


    She was right. She would never be the type of person who would intentionally be nosy. But those bank statements had raised a big red flag. Combine that with the fact that she was working on weekends for extra money. It all made sense now.


    “I’m sorry.” That wasn’t a lie. He wished he’d never seen those papers. But it had been exactly what he needed to get him focused. He was leaving. Sterling’s financial problems had nothing to do with him. They owed each other nothing.


    Sterling slid the pile of paper between the microwave and the wall. When she turned to face him she crossed her arms over her chest in a defensive gesture. “What? Why are you looking at me like that?”


    There was a hardness in her gaze. This was not the Sterling he’d grown to care for. “I think you owe me an explanation.”


    “I’ve asked for nothing from you.”


    He crossed his own arms. “You’re right. You didn’t ask. But I think you were hoping I’d find those bills and that I’d come to your rescue.”


    “I am not a gold digger. I am not your mother.”


    “You’re right. You’re not like my mother. At least she had track record of disappointing me and I shouldn’t have been surprised. You, on the other hand, spent all this time telling me how honorable and responsible I am. Was that your way of softening me up? If I’m so honorable you knew I would help you.”


    “I don’t need anything from you, you arrogant jerk.”


    Anger flared inside him. At himself. “You don’t need the money I’m paying you to pack up the house?”


    Her eyes darted to the floor.


    “By the looks of those demand letters, I think you do need something from me.”


    He was the one who pushed the relationship. She had done her best to keep it professional but he’d persisted. She needed the money. That’s all she ever needed. And all this time, he was starting to believe that he was different. She made him believe he was different. But it was all an act.


    She hung her head and brought her hands up to cover her face. “I want to be with you.” She mumbled through her fingers, “I just want you.”


    Want. Want. Want. Everyone wanted something from him. His brothers wanted him to be more like them. His birth mother wanted his money. The world wanted to know every tiny detail of his life. And now Sterling, she wanted the worst thing of all. A commitment.


    “You can’t have me, Sterling.”


    A look of horror spread across her face and she hugged her body, wrapping her arms around her torso.


    “By next week I’ll be gone.” He was being mean. He knew it. “I thought we had something good going here. We had an understanding. This was temporary.” Temporary. A strange feeling settled in his chest when he said the word. But he tamped it down. “I held up my end of the deal. I thought that you appreciated my efforts to get you to loosen up, have some fun.”


    “I did—I do—appreciate it. Everything. But don’t tell me that you did those things for me.”


    “Like I flew to Florida for myself.”


    “You liked the way doing those things made you feel. Like you were redeeming yourself. Like they were your penance for a sketchy past.”


    Was it true? Had he used her to make himself feel better?


    Tears stung her eyes. “I think you should leave.” She nodded her head, emphasizing that she wholeheartedly agreed with her decision. “The house is done. The rest of the items will be picked up next week. I’m sure you can handle the rest.”


    He nodded. “I’ll send you a check.”


    She did a good job hiding her disgust at his response. It only barely registered on her face. But he’d spent enough time with her to know that she was holding back tears.


    “Good-bye, Sterling.” Jack walked into the hall, his head high. When the door clicked behind him, he let it fall forward.


    Just when he thought he had everything figured out, Sterling reminded him he was nothing without his money.


     


     


     

  


  
     


    Chapter Thirteen


    Jack gripped the file folders in his hands. It was presentation day and it was the first time in his life he actually felt nervous.


    Cole was settled in the corner of one of the restaurant booths, his arms crossed over his chest covering the embroidery of his name on his white chef’s coat. His stoic expression was a little intimidating. Finn sat beside him, wearing his typical T-shirt with the image of a skull, fiddling with a cloth napkin. They were just waiting for—


    “Carson Kelly is a woman.” Neil’s angry voice rang out behind Jack. All three of them turned in his direction.


    “I take it your meeting with her didn’t go very well,” Cole said.


    “Her? You knew?” Shock and horror registered on Neil’s face.


    Cole repositioned himself on the bench. “Penn told me.”


    Carson Kelly was the architect Neil wanted to hire to design and build the new restaurant on the farmland they had purchased. But it seemed old Carson Kelly wasn’t at all what Neil expected.


    Neil growled. “It seems the real Carson Kelly has retired and left his daughter—Carson Kelly the second—his daughter—to take over.” Neil threw his files on the table. “Did I mention she’s his daughter?”


    Neil’s tie was missing and the first two buttons of his dress shirt were undone. Even his hair stood at attention as if he’d grabbed it and pulled.


    “So…?” Jack said. He’d never seen Neil so rattled.


    “So?” Neil shouted.


    Finn threw down the napkin. “Is she hot?”


    “She’s perfectly fine,” Neil answered.


    “Perfectly fine?” Jack said. “She must be smokin’.”


    Both Cole and Finn gave answering “ahs.”


    “What is that supposed to mean?” he asked, an indignant look on his face. He wrestled a chair out from under the table and sat his big body down.


    Finn answered. “It means, Neil, that whenever you really like a woman you refuse to discuss her.”


    “That’s bullshit,” he countered. He looked from brother to brother, then finally settled on Jack. “You’re wearing a suit. This is going to be interesting.”


    “This isn’t about me. Don’t deflect.” Jack had dressed the part hoping that his well-tailored suit would distract from the fact that he was nervous as hell.


    “Fine,” Neil spat. “She’s a ten. Is that what you wanted to hear? Actually she’s a fifteen because she rode up to our meeting on a Ducati.”


    “A Ducati?” Cole asked.


    “Sweet,” Finn said.


    “Good morning, boys. Can someone please explain why I’m here at this hour?” Gloria York sauntered into the kitchen wearing her black power suit. Gloria was Vivian’s best friend and a big investor in the Cooking for the Future program.


    Jack ushered her into the booth. “I won’t take up too much of your time, Gloria. I promise.”


    When Gloria had settled into the booth, he took a deep breath. Here goes nothing. “Are any of you attached to Mom’s wardrobe?”


    “Attached how?” Cole asked. “Please don’t tell me you put on Mom’s clothes.”


    Finn slapped his hand on the table. Cole and Gloria laughed out loud. Even Neil couldn’t keep his angry face intact.


    “I’m being serious.” Jack settled his nerves. “I mean, if the clothes weren’t in our possession anymore, if they were sold, how would you feel?”


    Looking from one face to the next, tension built in his chest. Why weren’t they responding? He’d have to try a new angle. “What is Mom’s favorite thing?”


    This time, he got a reaction from Finn, who smiled wide. But none of them broke the silence.


    “Jack, dear.” Gloria leaned across the table. “What exactly are you trying to say?” Her tone was like being scolded by a schoolteacher.


    He took a deep breath and continued. “Her three favorite things in the world: the Cooking for the Future program, along with food and fashion. I think we should create a foundation to raise funds for the program. Since I’m stationed out of Chicago, Gloria, I’d love for you to be the chair.”


    Jack handed out the file folders he had prepared with Sterling. “Our first big event would be an auction of Mom’s clothes.”


    Gloria and Finn finally engaged and glanced down to flip through the folder. At least two of them were paying attention. Which meant they were listening, so he powered through.


    “I also think we should expand by setting up a referral program from the local high schools.”


    Crickets. The silence mocked him. Maybe he was way in over his head. Maybe the idea sucked. But he’d come this far.


    “If you’ll all look at the folders, page three outlines the projected timeline for getting the foundation set up as well as for the event. Our lawyer is putting together the paperwork.”


    Neil stared back at him with a stern glare. “That’s presumptuous of you.”


    “Just being prepared, brother. I know we all need to agree.” Jack collected a breath and remembered Sterling’s advice: breathe, stay calm, and remember it’s your time to shine. But after the way he had treated her the night before, he was positive her advice today would be that he could choke and die. “At the back of the folder you’ll find the proposed date for the auction, the tentative guest list, and a marketing plan.”


    The flip of pages echoed around him. Finally, they were looking through his presentation—everyone but Neil, who sat with his arms crossed over his chest, one ankle resting on his knee.


    He could at least pretend to be interested. It seemed as though his plan wasn’t going over well. Their silence, and the fact that they barely even looked at one another, let alone him standing at the head of the table, didn’t bode well. He hoped it was just the shock over his change in character, rather than the idea itself. His conscience couldn’t handle a refusal. He needed this foundation. He needed to make his mother proud. But more than that, Jack believed so strongly in this idea and he was going to convince them, no matter what he had to do.


    Time to break out the big guns. Jack had to let them know how much this meant to him.


    “My life is in Chicago. But I want to do this for Mom. We should do this for Mom. We can’t let all of her hard work be for nothing.”


    Not one of them gave away a feeling, not even a twitch of their eye or neck. Nothing to put him the least bit at ease.


    “So, you’re going to create more work and then leave it for us to worry about?” Neil asked.


    Inside, his heart deflated just a tiny bit. On the outside, he didn’t let Neil’s comment faze him. “It’s just an idea, Neil. And if Gloria is willing to take it on, I think it has the potential to be a really great idea.”


    “Jack…” Finn spoke first. “Are you sure you don’t want to stay? This foundation idea is your strength. You know how to schmooze.”


    He looked at Neil. “Chicago is where I belong. I just couldn’t leave without putting this option on the table.”


    “Forgive me for disagreeing…but you belong here.” Finn clasped his hands together on the table in front of him. “But I think this is a great idea and I’m on board.”


    “I’m in, too,” Cole said as he pushed the file folder away from him across the table. He smiled. “Does this mean you’re leaving now, because I can’t wait to get you out of my restaurant.”


    Jack laughed. “Yes. I’ll be out of your hair soon.” He knew Cole was only joking, trying his best to ease the negativity that seemed to settle over everything whenever the subject of his leaving came up.


    Maybe that’s a sign you shouldn’t leave.


    “Me, too,” Gloria said. She left her seat at the booth and sidled up to him, planting a kiss on his cheek. “I think this is a lovely way to honor my friend.”


    “Mom would be proud, Jackie,” Finn said.


    “I let her down once.” Jack squeezed Gloria’s shoulder and looked deeply into her eyes. He wasn’t there when she died, and he made her passing a joke. “I’m not going to let her down again.”


    “You didn’t let anyone down. Your mother was proud of you, Jack. Of everything you’ve accomplished. Don’t ever doubt that.” She turned to his brothers. “All of you.”


    He let out a sigh of relief. That’s all he ever wanted to do. Make her proud. To fill that gaping hole in his heart that had opened the day he got the call that she had passed. He wasn’t there for her on her deathbed. He sure as hell was going to be there to continue her legacy.


    “But…”


    He tensed. Was Gloria going to throw a wrench in his plans?


    “I think I should be vice chair. I can handle things locally, but this is your baby, Jack.”


    It was the best of both worlds. He got to be involved but keep his lifestyle. Although if he was honest with himself, he’d miss those damn kids. They had been a bright light in his life when it seemed as if he was in a black hole. And if he was even more honest, he was going to miss Sterling.


    Gloria, Finn, and Cole were on board and were now conversing quietly among one another. But Neil still hadn’t spoken. When the other three noticed the stare-down between them they shut up quickly, the smiles disappearing from their faces. Although technically Neil wasn’t “in charge,” his opinion mattered.


    Jack’s stomach roiled when Neil lifted his hands, and clasped them behind his head. Here it came. The lecture.


    “I think you’re better than those bars. That’s why I harp on you.”


    Jack dropped the pen he had been twirling between his fingers. He had no doubt his face matched his shocked system. And he wasn’t going to make the mistake of correcting the fact that he owned restaurants—not bars.


    “I thought your decision to start your own business was selfish. We have so much here. So much has been given to us and I just couldn’t understand why you didn’t want to give back to the name that had given you a break.” He leaned forward, resting his elbows on his knees. “I’ve never given you enough credit, but you’ve just proven me wrong. You’re going to change the world one foster kid at a time.”


    Was it too over-the-top that he wanted to yell I told you so? That he wanted to smile, point, and remind Neil that he may be the youngest, but that didn’t mean he was the laziest. But, he didn’t. “It isn’t fair that we lucked out. There are so many kids who are just like us with no hope and no one to turn to. “


    This was it. The moment he had been waiting for. They were on board. Everything had gone according to plan. But there was something missing.


    “So we’re all in agreement?” Cole asked looking from side to side.


    As soon as Neil nodded in agreement, Jack took a deep breath, pride filling his chest. He’d never had this feeling before. And he owed it all to Sterling.


    “I just have one question,” Finn said. “Who are you and what have you done with our brother Jack?”


    “I think we can thank a lady by the name of Sterling for this sudden transformation,” Cole answered.


    “Sterling helped me put together the presentation but she’s…” She did a lot more than that. She was the initial brains behind the idea but she would never take the credit. Sterling had opened his eyes to a brand-new life. But would life be the same without her in it? “We’re done.”


    “What did you do?” Neil scolded.


    “Nothing.” That’s a lie. “Our arrangement was only temporary. She knew that from the beginning.


    “Uh-oh,” Gloria said. “What did you do?”


    His shoulders slumped forward. “I found a stack of bank statements. She’s in debt. Major debt.” He fisted his hands at his sides. “I all but accused her of wanting me for my money.”


    All three brothers cursed under their breath but Gloria didn’t hold back. “Why are you boys such idiots?”


    “Hey, we’re not all idiots,” Finn said, his thumb pointing over his shoulder at Neil. “Some of us more than others.”


    Neil shoved him into the table.


    Their attention turned from Neil and Finn wrestling at the table to the front door smashing against the brick wall. Cole cringed at Penn’s carelessness as she wrestled several boxes through the door but he immediately shot up and raced out of the booth, to her rescue. Wasn’t he the one who always complained about how she always needed help? He carried three boxes to Penn’s one.


    “What do you have there, Penn?” Finn asked.


    She huffed as she settled her box on the table across from them. “This is a present from Sterling.” Penn zeroed her gaze on Jack. He tensed. Obviously she had already heard the news about his stupidity. She walked by him, her eyes throwing daggers, and leaned down to hug Gloria.


    “Gather ’round, boys. I have something to show you.” Penn gestured to the table where she’d set up the boxes. She settled beside Cole on one side of the table, Jack flanked her other, Finn and Neil settled on the opposite side. “Your names should be on the lids, one for each of you. Go ahead. Open them.”


    On the top of each box was what looked like a photo album, but when Jack opened the pages he realized it was a scrapbook. Every achievement, every event, every moment worth remembering was documented in the pages of the scrapbook. And they each had one.


    “Shit,” Finn whispered under his breath.


    “And all of the pictures that were found in the house were duplicated and you each have copies,” Penn said.


    “Sterling did this?” Cole asked.


    Penn nodded.


    Jack watched his brothers as they rummaged through the photos. Cole stared at the framed photo of Vivian and him. Finn and Neil silently thumbed through their boxes.


    “Jack.” Neil looked up and laughed, a loud bellow. “Remember when you dressed like a princess for Halloween?” He held up a photo of Jack in his costume, complete with blond wig, pink dress, and cone hat.


    Penn burst out in hysterics beside him and snatched the picture out of Neil’s hand. “I’m so keeping this for blackmail purposes.” She looked inside Cole’s box. “There has to be some good ammo in here of you, Mr. Uptight.” She nudged Cole in the ribs and thrust out her hip trying to block him from grabbing the box.


    Jack placed the scrapbook on the table. “As I recall the only reason I had to wear that costume is because I lost a bet.”


    “You never could beat me at racing games,” Finn said.


    He remembered that day. It was a good day despite his unfortunate clothing. And the memory of that day was something he shared with his brothers. All of the pictures in these boxes were memories he’d shared with them. And Sterling knew all along how important these photos were to his family.


    Was this her way of reminding him where he came from? That it was all right to have connections to things, to people? His mother might have been gone, but he still had family here, despite the vast differences among him and his brothers. They were his family. They were his home. Sterling had reminded him of that. She had given him a sense of home when he thought he’d never feel that again.


    “Jack?” Neil voice snapped him back to the moment. “You look like you’re going to puke. What’s wrong?”


    “I’m in love.” Jack looked up from the pages of the scrapbook. “And I screwed it all up.”


    “Damn right you did.” Penn waved off Cole’s groping for pictures and crossed her arms over her chest. “Sterling would rather die than take the easy way out. Frankly, she’s a sitting duck for takers. Her parents take, her sisters take, you take. People are always shitting on her and I’m tired of it.”


    What the hell was she talking about?


    “You may not have had a stable family growing up, Jack, but it was probably for the best. Sterling lived her whole life taking care of assholes who have no regard for her hard-earned money, or her feelings.” She walked around the table and squeezed her way beside him. “This isn’t my place but you need to know. Sterling supports her parents, who at every turn get her deeper and deeper in the hole.”


    Now he really was going to puke. “I’m a piece of shit.”


    She leaned closer. “You’re just figuring out that now?”


    “Get your ass over there and apologize, Jack.” Of course Finn would be the one to nudge him toward true love.


    True love? He nodded and his chest filled ten times its size. It was true love.


    “Right. I can win her back.” He had to. His future just didn’t look right without Sterling in it.


    “I thought you were leaving?” Neil asked.


    That was the plan. It had always been the plan. Until he met Sterling. He knew that very first night on the boat that she was different. Special. He just didn’t want to believe it. But now, staring at the appreciative faces of his brothers, he knew without a doubt this was a person he never wanted to live without.


    He looked up at Neil and shook his head. “I have a foundation to run.” Jack turned and scooped Penn into his arms. “Thank you.”


    She tensed with his close contact and he could have sworn he heard a growl over his shoulder from where Cole was standing.


    He’d just convinced his brothers to agree to the auction. He had a business that required his attention. But none of that mattered. None of it mattered if he didn’t have Sterling to share it with.


    “Penn, I’m going to need your help.”


    He loved Sterling. And it was time she found out.


    “I’ve got some major groveling to do.”


    …


    Sterling stepped out into the blinding sun, holding the door for a woman and her child as they scurried into the office building. She had just signed for a new mortgage. Rose’s mortgage broker contact had come through, able to consolidate her parents’ debt and even lower her monthly payments.


    As she walked to her car, her cell phone rang from inside her purse. She fished it out and said, “Hello, Penn.”


    “How did it go?”


    “It was positive. Everything seems to be on the right track.” At least for now. She still didn’t trust her parents. She didn’t think she ever would again.


    “Listen…” The tone in Penn’s voice was all too familiar. She was about to ask for a favor. “Your meeting was in Bloor West Village, right?”


    “Yes.”


    “The highway is only a hop, skip, and a jump from you. Do you think you could meet me at Yonge-Dundas Square?”


    “Why the hell would I go all the way downtown?” Something was up. Penn’s usual requests were more along the lines of “if you’re in the area can you grab me a coffee?” or “since you’re at the drugstore, why don’t you grab me some tampons?”


    “Penn, what’s wrong?”


    “Nothing. I just need to talk, and as far from the Madewood brothers as possible. Can you meet me in front of the Hard Rock Cafe?”


    Something must have happened with Cole. “Honey, I’ll be there in half an hour.”


    Sterling parked in the closest garage to the restaurant. She could only imagine how much this parking spot would set her back.


    She had agreed to meet Penn because her friend sounded distressed, but also because she was in no hurry to return to her empty basement apartment. The fight with Jack last week tainted her living space so much that she barely spent any time at home. His accusations had broken her heart. But the loud crack she heard when he reminded her she was holding on to something she could never have confirmed that her heart had not only been broken, but her so-called life was not a life at all.


    She’d told herself all along that this was a fling, something temporary to get her mind off the drama in her real life. A once-in-a-lifetime experience with an amazing, attractive man. Despite telling herself that every day, her heart apparently didn’t get the memo.


    But getting involved with Jack Vaughn had taught her a valuable lesson. She was in control of her life. She was her own worst enemy. And it was time to fight. Starting with the mooches who lived in her home.


    Next month, she would move out of her apartment and into her house. The house that she bought. The house that had her name on the mortgage. Her parents would move into her basement unit and her sisters would remain with her in the house until they left to pursue postsecondary education. She would never make the mistake of leaving them with her parents again.


    She walked out onto the street. The air felt different against her skin. It even smelled different. And it had nothing to do with the unbearable humidity. She was free.


    And all alone.


    She’d tried fun and exciting. She’d broken out of her shell, even if only for a little while. But would she be able to maintain this new way of living without Jack?


    Chaos and disorder led to trouble and she’d had enough of that as a child—even as an adult. She compartmentalized her life, neatly packaging herself. If she planned and plotted and organized everything then she would succeed. She’d have a perfect trouble-free life.


    What a dummy she’d been.


    No matter how organized she was, it didn’t stop the fact that she owed the bank. It didn’t stop her parents from screwing her over. It didn’t stop Jack from believing the worst.


    She wiped a tear from her eye and turned the corner, walking a few blocks. When she reached the cafe, she waited. And surveyed the crowd. No sign of Penn. She paced the street, walking closer to the square. It was filled with people, and not just locals but tourists, cameras in hand, taking in the sights of the venue and the billboards. Traffic filled the streets. Cars were lined up bumper-to-bumper, waiting for their light to turn green as pedestrians crossed the four-way walkway.


    As she turned in a circle, her eye caught on something across the street. An advertisement. She recognized the logo for Bistro, one of the Madewood restaurants. Also a new logo, one she had brainstormed with Jack only last week. The billboard was an announcement for the Vivian Madewood Foundation Charity Auction.


    She gasped. He’d done it. Their plan had worked. Her heart leaped with excitement for Jack. She had no doubt this would be the first of many events that would make a difference in the life of a foster child. But he wouldn’t be here to attend any of them. Because he had left. Without a word.


    The memory of that night, of his accusations, still stung. She didn’t think she’d ever be able to forget the look on his face when he registered the information on her bank statements. His behavior only proved why she couldn’t, wouldn’t, trust the opposite sex. They fell for the fantasy, the perfect-on-paper Sterling, and when reality came crashing down, they turned and ran.


    “Sterling Andrews.” Her name was called out from above the crowd in a muffled tone, the voice oddly familiar.


    She rose on her tiptoes, trying to see above the crowd, but she didn’t have to try very hard. It parted in front of her and she walked into the throng of people, a nervous excitement in her stomach.


    “Keep moving,” the voice directed. “Thank you very much.” It grew louder.


    When the crowd had fully parted she spotted Jack at the end of the square, a bullhorn in his hand. She froze. What the hell was he doing here? Where the hell was Penn?


    Damn it, Penn! She had been duped again. She had to give her best friend credit. She was an excellent liar.


    When the crowd had parted further, she noticed a cameraman and a woman with a microphone standing beside Jack. She gasped and lifted her hand to her chest. It wasn’t just any cameraman. She recognized the red lettering and the logo for Toronto Gossip. The city’s most trashy—and most visited—gossip blog.


    When Jack finally spotted her from the other end of the square, he planted his feet on the ground and motioned for the cameraman to turn the camera in her direction, then put the bullhorn to his mouth. Was he really going to air their dirty laundry in the most intimate and public way possible?


    “Sterling Andrews, I’m sorry.”


    Maybe he was. She smiled, unable to stop her feet from walking toward him.


    “I was a jackass,” he continued. “I let my insecurities push you away.”


    She walked closer still, the eyes of the crowd following her as she approached. Given her current situation, she now knew why Jack disliked being in the public eye. It was unnerving.


    “I have all the money in the world and I realized I want the only thing that my money can’t buy.” He paused and her heart seized, waiting for his answer. “You. The only thing in this world I want…is you.”


    She had closed the distance between them now. A woman sighed to her right.


    That sigh, that romantic gesture, forced Sterling to growl in disgust. She’d bet the two dollars in her bank account the woman wouldn’t be swooning if she knew exactly what Mr. Vaughn had accused her of.


    “Please tell me I still have a chance with you. I’m so sorry.”


    She’d spent the last couple of days moping around, depressed that Jack thought so poorly of her, but now anger simmered beneath her skin. She crossed her arms over her chest. “What made you change your mind?”


    The cameraman panned over to Jack.


    He stood straight, breathing at a rapid pace. “Well…” He grinned. “I got this really cool scrapbook.”


    She was happy he appreciated her efforts. But was it too little too late? She tapped her foot in a steady rhythm, waiting for more.


    He placed one hand on her shoulder and squeezed her tightly. “And because I love you.”


    She sucked in a hard breath just as the cameraman swooped in for a closer shot. “What did you just say?”


    He lifted the bullhorn to his mouth. “I—”


    Sterling swatted it away. She didn’t understand. He hated his private business being splashed around the Internet.


    Her heart fluttered. “Jack… This is all on camera.” She pointed to the man standing beside her. “This is very public. I thought you—”


    “I love you, Sterling. I want the whole world to know it. And I want you to know that I’m willing to do the one thing I despise to prove to you just how much.”


    Even if his confession was true, there was no way he could continue to love a woman who had let herself get caught up in her parents’ addiction. She shook her head. “There are things you don’t know. Things that would make you think twice about loving me.” She looked over at the camera, tears welling in her eyes. It seemed as though not only Jack’s dirty laundry was going to be exposed today.


    He smiled. “I know all about your parents.”


    “How…” The reporter shoved the microphone closer to her mouth. “What…”


    “Penn told me.”


    Damn Penn sticking her nose where it didn’t belong. Again.


    “So you know…”


    He nodded.


    “And you still said…”


    He nodded again. “I didn’t think I’d ever find a woman who would love me for more than just money, and everything that comes along with being a part of the Madewood legacy. Then I met you.”


    She shook her head. “I’m broke. I have addict parents. I have siblings who are going to need to be put through university. I—”


    He swooped in and kissed her. She softened against him, responding to the heat and hard flesh of his body. She would never get used to this. His kisses. Every time was like the first time.


    “You have more money than you can spend in five lifetimes. You can go anywhere, do anything, be with anyone you want. Why would you want to be with me?”


    “Because when the rest of the world has me pigeonholed, you have an uncanny ability to see me—the real me.”


    Tears stung her eyes. This was exactly what she wanted to hear. “But… You’re leaving. You…left.”


    He shook his head and pointed to the billboard. “I have a foundation to run.”


    She gripped his shoulders, her arm bumping into the microphone. “I knew you could do it.”


    “Sterling, this last week without you has been torture. I’ll still be able to run my restaurants, check in with them when I can, but my home is here. With you.”


    The reporter sighed beside them just before she was bumped from behind and stumbled into his body. Behind them the crowd returned to their business, obviously bored with their spectacle. The entire world had fallen away. That’s what happened when he was near. She loved him. All of him. With or without money.


    “I get butterflies every time I think of you,” she blurted. “I realize now that everything in my life was boring. I was boring. But I like salsa dancing, puking off the side of boats, and having sex on countertops and the beach, and—”


    He raised his hand and squeezed her lips between his thumb and forefinger. “I’m the one supposed to be making the speech here.”


    She laughed. She did sort of take the situation and run with it. But when the realization hit, there was nothing that was going to stop her from getting what she wanted. And what she wanted was right in front of her.


    “I don’t care if you’re boring. I just need you.” Jack brought the bullhorn up to his mouth. “I love you, Sterling Andrews.” His declaration was likely heard from blocks away.


    Tears fell from her eyes and trickled down her cheeks. “I love you, too.”


    Jack raised his hand and cupped her cheek. His thumb rubbed against her skin, a soft caress she would never tire of.


    She hurled herself into his arms and fused their mouths together. She was pretty sure the crowd cheered, but it was all in the background. The only thing that mattered was the feel of Jack in her arms, the tender kisses he placed on her lips, and the love in her heart.


    A shuffling of feet caught her attention and she pulled away. The cameraman had brought the lens right to their faces capturing their intimate kiss. Sterling looked up at Jack and smiled. Reaching out, she covered the lens with her hand and said, “That’s a wrap.”


    The cameraman peeked from around the camera and smiled. Walking away, he tugged along the reporter, who held out her microphone for as long as she could.


    Sterling rested her forehead against his. “You know this means you’ve just inherited an entire family who loves nothing more than to spend money. I’m literally your worst nightmare.”


    He leaned in a kissed her, soft and loving. Lazily, as if this was only the first of a million kisses.


    His brushed the tip of his nose against hers. “If you’re the worst nightmare I’ll ever have, I’m going to have sweet dreams for the rest of my life.”
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