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   Chapter One
 
    
 
   Perhaps turning her face up to the rain and screaming "Fuck!" wasn't going to solve her problem, but it felt good. It felt necessary. Even if, in the back of her head, she heard her mother exclaiming in shock that this was no way for a Chartered Accountant to behave. Yes, it was always capitalized when her mother said it.
 
   The cabby screwed his head around to yell through his safety window. "Hey, shut the door, lady, you're gettin' rain on the seat."
 
   Take a breath, Bry. Count to ten.
 
   She got to three. Almost. "I'll shut your damned door as soon as I get my heel out of this crack." Of course, he probably wouldn't care if he drove right over her foot. He just wanted to get on with his day and put her in his rearview mirror. A lot of people felt that way about her. It came with the job.
 
   Hands pressing on the roof of the cab for leverage, she tried again, but her stiletto heel was definitely stuck fast in a thin split in the tarmac.
 
   "Take your shoe off," the cabby suggested above the crackle of his radio.
 
   "And then what?" The distance to the canopied front of Leonato's restaurant behind her was at least twenty steps. The pavement was wet and filthy. And she had a thing about her feet getting cold. Probably something to do with her father storing his beer bottles in the end of her baby carriage on the way home from trips to the corner convenience store whenever he was left in charge.
 
   "Your feet ain't my problem, lady."
 
   "No, of course. How silly of me. You just sit there in your warm dry cab. Don't worry about it."
 
   "Ok." The cabbie cracked a smirk.
 
   Again she crouched to pull on her trapped shoe and while bent over the bubbling gutter, hard rain beating on her head and running down the back of her neck, she heard another male voice call out, "Can I get a ride to East 61st and fifth?"
 
   "Sure, if you can get Cinderella out of the drain."
 
   She looked up angrily, squinting as rain stung her eyes and probably washed off half her mascara. Unbelievable. Some guy actually meant to step over her and claim the cab. Gotta love New York.
 
   He'd already thrown a briefcase into the back of the cab and was looking down at his phone, thumbs working frantically. Apparently her presence had barely registered on his Richter scale. Why would it? She was not the type that warranted a glance in the street, let alone a second look from a man like him. Oh, she could sum him up in two seconds—the same amount of time it took him to dismiss her.
 
   But... wait just a goddamn minute.
 
   That face. That square chin. Those smiling, sensuous lips. The aquiline nose. Those dark, dark eyes. 
 
   Bry's heart dropped, to be washed away in the gutter along with two dimes and a quarter that just fell from her coat pocket. 
 
   This called for another "fuck". Sorry, ma.
 
   Swallowing a groan, she renewed the life and death battle with her uncooperative heel.
 
   "Excuse me," he said, somewhere above her. It wasn't an apology for being pushy, of course. It was his way of telling her to move.
 
   "Shoe's stuck," she hissed.
 
   "Perhaps you should take it off. The heel is broken now anyway."
 
   "Yes, it would seem a painfully obvious solution, wouldn't it?" she muttered at the ground. "But curiously I'd like to continue my day with two dry feet and both shoes. They do come in pairs for a reason." She bit her lip and kept struggling. 
 
   "There's a tear in your shoulder," he added calmly. "At the seam."
 
   That would explain the ripping sound earlier and why her coat sleeve now felt loose. Oh, fabulous.
 
   Suddenly he hunkered down beside her. "Let me try."
 
   And there they were. Face to face after five years.
 
   "Miss Bryony Mulligan! As I live and breathe." Surprise flared bright in his eyes, but they quickly narrowed as a slow grin cracked across his face. "Chubbs!"
 
   "Benedick Numbnuts Petruska. Fancy meeting you here." Only nine fifteen and this day was already on its way to the record for humiliation. Couldn't wait to see what else fate would slide her way, just for kicks.
 
   But at that moment, as he put his hand on her ankle—completely uninvited—and gave a slight tug, faux Manolo and foot were released. Just like that.
 
   The heel was snapped and dangling, but she could hobble inside the building now. Obliged to mutter a "thanks", she did so with all the enthusiasm of a squashed, wet lettuce leaf on a depressingly uninspired salad. Which was exactly how she felt.
 
   "You going in there?" He gestured at the restaurant behind them.
 
   She clutched her bag. "Yes, Numbnuts. Why?"
 
   "It's closed. They don't serve breakfast anyway."
 
   "I know." Bry stuck her chin in the air, ignoring the fact that mascara trails were probably winding their way down her cheeks. Of course he inferred she was on her way to eat. What else would he think? "This is official business."
 
   "Oops." He winced. "Are they being audited?"
 
   "Not yet, but they need someone to put things in order."
 
   "Take care with that broken heel. Might be embarrassing. Wouldn't want you to get off on the wrong foot with the management." He laughed at his own joke as if it was so hilarious he might split his pants.
 
   Hobbling onto the curb she cleared the way for him to jump into the cab. He winked at her. "See you around, Miss Mulligan."
 
   "I  hope not." 
 
    
 
   * * * *
 
    
 
   Official business? In shoes like those? Hmmm that was the kind of official business he enjoyed best. Pity he didn't have time to stick around.
 
   As the cab pulled away, he watched her limping for the restaurant entrance, one heavy bag pulling her shoulder down—which is probably how she tore her coat sleeve—and a suitcase, tied together with ribbon, clasped tight to her chest. That woman ought to have an "out of order" sign on her back, he mused, shaking his head. Always had been an absolute mess and he'd known her since they were teens, when they met at their cousins' wedding sixteen years ago. He was a groomsman and she was the fat bridesmaid. There was always one. He got landed with escorting her down the aisle, because his girlfriend at the time wasn't in the wedding party. 
 
   "You be nice to that young girl," his grandmother had exclaimed in her thick Russian accent when she saw his expression at the wedding rehearsal. "She's just what you need. Not like those sluts you run around with."
 
   "Grandma, she's thirteen."
 
   "A good age. Snap her up now." She was only half joking. His Grandmother had escaped a rural, impoverished Siberian village and, according to her, lived through more atrocities than he'd had dinners—hot or cold. Where she was raised, girls married young to bear as many children as possible and populate the labor force in the fields. Folk lived simply, but they took in every breath as if it might be their last. They clawed their way to survival. That was where he got his ambitious streak, no doubt. 
 
   Bryony Mulligan's sulking face didn't trouble her either.
 
   "She's a fine, strong, healthy girl," his grandmother had said. "Hearty bones. Not one of these dirty girls you like."
 
   "That's not dirt, grandma. That's a tan."
 
   But, just to please the old lady, he'd tried to make his reluctant partner smile. And he soon found Miss Bryony Mulligan to be far more than just an awkward adolescent in an ugly, too-tight, shiny orange dress. She looked right through him with her wide, curious blue eyes and whatever she saw apparently amused her no end. A cynical laugh never seemed far from her lips and one eyebrow was quirked in permanent bemusement. When he quarreled with his girlfriend at the reception and received a bony knee to the groin, Bryony—who'd witnessed the attack and his subsequent girly squeal— joyfully christened him "Numbnuts". In retaliation, his seventeen year-old pride wounded, he called her "Chubbs", because he'd caught her stealing pastries in her napkin. The names stuck.
 
   He smiled, shaking his head as he thought of his grandmother, tirelessly trying to marry him off to a "nice" girl ever since kindergarten. Even at the end, when he visited her in hospital after her stroke, she was trying to fix him up with nurses, recommending him as if she worked a market stall and he was a cod she had to shift before he went rotten. Somehow he'd evaded all her sales ploys. Sorry, grandma. He was thirty three, single and loving every minute. It was his firm belief that man wasn't meant to be monogamous, just like a tiger wasn't meant to be a domesticated pet. If women understood that, everyone would be as happy as him.
 
   Ben looked down at his phone and quickly tapped out another text to the sous chef who was the only soul still inside to greet the rep from the accounting firm.
 
   Give her some cannolis.
 
    He pressed "send" and smiled again. That might keep Mulligan from imploding when she realized she'd just watched the owner of Leonato's ride off in a cab. Listen, wasn't his fault. Chubbs was fifteen minutes late and he was a busy man.
 
   The cab turned a corner and he got one last look at her through the grey lines of rain on the window. Should have warned her that her day wasn't about to get any better. 
 
   Pity he couldn't hang around. It was always entertaining to have one of those arguments with her—gave him a burst of endorphins— and he'd missed that sneaky pleasure since the last time they met.
 
   It had been quite a long while. Apparently too long.
 
   'Cause Bryony "Chubbs" Mulligan was looking pretty damn hot these days.
 
    
 
    
 
   

 
   

Chapter Two
 
    
 
   She dropped the files and one bulging binder on the already cluttered desk. "Let me get this straight," she exclaimed breathlessly, "Ben I'm-too-sexy-for-my-shirt Petruska just bought this restaurant? What happened to old Mr. Leonato?"
 
   The sous chef did a good impression of a puzzled Shar-Pei. He didn't speak much English. Just enough to explain that the new owner had left him behind to greet her, and offer a plate of cannolis. "They very good," he explained, setting the plate gingerly down on her binder, as if she was a wild animal and might bite them right out of his hand, plate and all. The devil only knew what Numbnuts had told him about her. "I get you coffee?"
 
   "No. Thank you." No point getting annoyed with him. "I just saw Mr. Petruska in the street, leaving."
 
   "Yes, miss. He had a very, very important meeting."
 
   I'll bet he did, she thought, furious. He'd deliberately gone out to avoid her, leaving this mess for her to sort out. Flinging her wet, torn coat over the chair, she looked at the plate of cannolis. "You can take those back," she snapped.
 
   "He said to give them. You like?"
 
   "Right." Of course, he thought he could butter her up with cream pastries. And that was a curious picture she'd rather not have in her mind at nine thirty in the morning. "How long has he owned this place?"
 
   "Just before I come. He said tell you the files, they all here." He proudly waved his arms around at the multitude of ring binders and notebooks piled on the shelves.
 
   Bry sat heavily and opened her laptop. No one had bothered to tell her the restaurant changed hands. Don Philips, the partner who had always handled Mr. Leonato's taxes, was now retiring—not before time. That was how the file got dropped on her desk, among a pile of accounts no one else wanted. As the newbie on staff she was given the worst jobs, but Bry preferred to look at it as a chance to prove herself.
 
   A quick survey of this small, cramped back room told her that Don Philips had never set foot inside the place, except to eat a large plate of linguine with clam sauce and drink a bottle of wine, probably on the house. Don did most of his work from a golf course. Bryony was more of a hands on person. She liked to attack the problem right at the root.
 
   So now this restaurant was another victim falling foul to that greedy Manhattan Marauder, Benedick Petruska. Otherwise known to her as "Numbnuts". Didn't he own enough properties yet? He was the sort of supremo ass no one wanted to play Monopoly with because he was ruthless and always won. He didn't play games; he just slaughtered opponents. She'd read that line about him in a Time magazine interview once.
 
   "I get you coffee," the sous chef muttered, backing out. 
 
   "I told you I don't....ok," she sighed, "fine."
 
   Might as well drink the extra caffeine to get through this. She took out her glasses and slipped them on, waiting for her laptop to boot. 
 
   Leonato's wasn't the usual sort of place Petruska targeted. It was a small, cozy restaurant, nothing fancy, not a hang out for the "in crowd", but a haven for regulars. She'd been there once on a wretched blind date, when she was, unfortunately, too conscious of her weight to be able to order what she really wanted. It was torture to sit in a restaurant with a rumbling stomach, knowing everyone in the place was looking at her, thinking maybe she ought to cut out the pasta and picking at their own food guiltily.
 
   Then she went through a self-punishment period when she ate only salads, but that was equally embarrassing since it made other diners look at her with surprise and then—worst of all—pity.
 
   "If you only eat salads," one little girl had said to her once at a baby shower, "why are you fat?"
 
   People assumed that because of her weight she loved food. Truth was, food terrified her. It had such a hold on her life. 
 
   When the recession struck and her last firm downsized, she was one of the casualties. Bry knew that old enemy—food— was lurking in wait, offering solace, eager to make her feel less about anything else. Rather than run away from it by forcing herself onto another ridiculous, miserable diet, Bry decided to embrace her enemy. Much to her mother's horror, she'd spent a large chunk of her savings on a six month-long Cordon Bleu course... in Paris. 
 
   "Got to hand it to you, Bry," her father said. "You never do things by halves."
 
   But if she was going to learn to cook, why not take it seriously? If she was going to change the way she did business, why not kickstart the process in an entirely new city and country? If she was ever going to take a sabbatical from work, why not do it while she was still young enough to enjoy herself? She was twenty nine. By the time she was thirty she actually wanted to be happy, not just existing in the same routine. Her night life had been non-existent for eight years so she had money saved and then she had a severance package too. Why not have one adventure to look back on?
 
    Her mother called it impulsive; Bry preferred to think of it as decisive.
 
   In Paris she was already a new person because no one there knew the old Bryony. She slowed down a lot, learned to taste flavors and enjoy smaller portions. On a tight budget, she certainly stuck to eating only at mealtimes. She lost a little weight, gained a lot of style and confidence, learned a new language, discovered a surprising love of fashion. Most of all she stopped worrying what other people saw when they looked at her. With an entire new wardrobe, she'd learned how to be comfortable in her own skin and it was a far better feeling than the fragile excitement of starving to fit a size someone else decided she ought to be. This feeling was one that lasted. 
 
   Back in New York she got a new apartment, a new job. But she wasn't ready for a new boyfriend yet. That was a whole other set of potential bugs for Bry 2.0 to work out. For now she was focused on her job, aiming one day for a corner office, even "partner" on her business cards.
 
   All things considered, life was looking up for Bry. She was finally in charge, finally had a grip.
 
   Until her alarm clock failed to go off that morning, she couldn't get hot water in her shower, she lost the power cord for her laptop, the smoke detector went off because she burned the toast, and then her heel got stuck in the tarmac. Finally, Numbnuts tripped over her as she scrabbled about in the gutter. She sincerely hoped this wasn't the start of her descent into another maelstrom. 
 
   Her phone rattled across the desk, vibrating with the rhythm of calypso drums.
 
   "Hello? Bryony Mull—"
 
   "Can you meet for lunch?" It was her cousin Helena, speaking in a tearful half-whisper, "I have to get out of here."
 
   She looked at the piles surrounding her. "What time? I'm kinda—"
 
   "Twelve. I don't care where. It's an emergency." Helena had a tendency to be dramatic. A broken finger nail or a lost earring could constitute an emergency. In all likelihood, by the time noon rolled around she would have gotten over it.
 
   "Ok. Hey, do you know Leonato's? Midtown west?"
 
   Silence.
 
   "Hell's Kitchen," she added hastily. "Theatre district."
 
   Helena sniveled into the phone. "I guess I can find it."
 
   "I'll be here." That would save her from traveling across town, she figured. Let Helena come to her for a change. Another sign of the newer, more confident Bry.
 
   Clearly, her cousin was upset about something or she would have suggested a ritzier place on the Upper East side—somewhere she was more accustomed to and somewhere Bry couldn't afford. Helena wasn't the sort to go out of her comfort zone. Usually.
 
   But today there was no debate. Odd.
 
   "See you then." She hung up.
 
   Damn computer was slow, working on a half dead battery and no power cord. With a sigh she flipped open her briefcase and fumbled for a legal bad, a biro and a calculator. Back to basics.
 
    
 
   * * * *
 
    
 
   He strode through the doors, tucking his phone away inside his jacket. The restaurant was already filling up with the lunch crowd and it was barely half twelve. The air was thick with basil and garlic, a low murmur of contented diners music to his ears. Probably ought to be the beep of the cash register that brought a smile to his face. But right now it wasn't. He was starting to feel good about bringing pleasure to other people. It was weird. The satisfaction of seeing that little restaurant packed to the walls was like a shot of adrenaline directly into his veins. 
 
   Then he saw Bryony in a corner booth, poring over the menu. At once he felt a sly punch deep in his gut—maybe it was more of a kick this time. 
 
   Like the bubbles in a glass of champagne.
 
   What song was that from? Couldn't think.
 
   About to walk over to her, he stopped. No way would she welcome him at her table. He should know better by now.
 
   Go over, you fool, his grandmother whispered inside his head. You coward. What are you? A little girl?
 
   Nah. But he wasn't looking for a slapped face either.
 
   Chubbs would probably flay him alive with her tongue if she saw him right now.
 
   So he slipped by, hiding behind the coat stand and making a dash for the office behind the bar. Ben Petruska had climbed Everest, dived off a cliff in Acapulco, run with bulls in Pamplona, but for some reason Bryony Mulligan, all grown up, scared the pants off him. 
 
   He skidded to a halt, like Bugs Bunny at the cliff edge, teetering forward at an impossible angle, ears folded back, toes clenched. 
 
   Had he walked into the wrong back room?
 
   The bookshelves—formerly tilting hazardously—were now in neat order, binders labeled. The desk was cleaned off, but for a phone, a blotter and a stack of restaurant supply catalogs. Beside the fax machine there was a big box marked Receipts and another marked Invoices. A large staff roster, which had been rolled up behind the door, was now taped to the wall. Along with an invoice for her work that day. 
 
   He took it down and looked at it. That's how much she made an hour? Hmmm. The miracle worker could make five times that working for him. Not that she ever would consider it. 
 
   Permeating the oregano and meatballs there was a very slight touch of spicy perfume, still lingering. He sniffed, tasted it far back on his tongue as if it was wine. Nice. Fruity. Full-bodied. Like her.
 
   What the fuck was he scared of? She was a woman, wasn't she?
 
    
 
   * * * *
 
    
 
   "Try the rigatoni with eggplant. One of the chef's specials."
 
   She glanced up from the menu, expecting to see the waiter back again. Instead it was Ben, standing at the table, grinning stupidly. Damn. She was actually going to order that dish, but now she couldn't, or it would look as if she followed his advice. Only a man of his arrogance would approach her with that grin on his face after leaving her with five years of badly kept account books. Which she couldn't complain about, because they were supposed to be managed by the firm that had just hired her. She was still puzzling over how Don Philips ever got Mr. Leonato's tax forms in on time.
 
   "I suppose you thought that was funny this morning, when you chose not to tell me this was your place."
 
   "I was in a hurry, Miss Mulligan, and you were late for the appointment." He dropped casually into the seat opposite. "You fixed your shoe?"
 
   "I found some glue in the back of a drawer. It's a temporary fix to get me through the day. The shoes are ruined." Slapping the menu shut, she tossed it down and grabbed her wine glass. "Do you want to hear my recommendations for the business?"
 
   "Depends. Will they involve my head and one of the ovens?"
 
   Sarcastic ass. "First of all you need a computer back there. One with updated accounting software. Leonato's has evidently been operating by the skin of its teeth with processes from the dark ages. I'm surprised I didn't uncover an abacus and some cave paintings. What made you buy this restaurant anyway? It's not the usual acquisition is it?"
 
   He shrugged one shoulder against the burgundy pleather. "Some nights it was so packed I couldn't get a table. I didn't like that. I got annoyed."
 
   Unbelievable! And yet not, since it was him. She exhaled a curt laugh. "So you simply bought the place. Problem solved. What's it like to have so much power?" Fluttering her lashes, she feigned awe.
 
   "The old man was ready to retire anyway and looking for a buyer. I gave him a good deal. He's happy."
 
   "Right. One of your deals."
 
   "What's that supposed to mean, Chubbs?"
 
   "It means, Numbnuts, that your deals are only good for you." She remembered, to her surprise, almost every word in that interview she'd read. "When asked for his definition of a good deal, Petruska laughed and said, Any deal that's good for me."
 
   He looked at her, puzzled.
 
   "Time magazine," she explained, smug. "An article on the city's top ten, over-achieving, thirty-something assholes."
 
   "I'm surprised you bothered to read it."
 
   She sipped her wine. "I was in the dentist's waiting room. I'd run out of everything else to read. It was between you or the instructions for a building evacuation in the event of fire. And I'd read those the last time I was there."
 
   Ben winced and shook his dark head. "Ouch." He changed the subject. "How long have you been back in the city?"
 
   "Almost two months," she answered crisply. It wasn't as if they were likely to run into each other and they didn't have connecting friends, but she was surprised he didn't know through Helena, who was married to his cousin Carl. "I was in France." She couldn't help it—wanted him to know there was something exotic and brave about her. She wasn't that dull, chubby, thirteen year-old bridesmaid hiding cannolis in her napkin. Not anymore.
 
   Oh, why tell him she'd been abroad as if it was something special? He probably traveled overseas every month on business deals. Why the hell did she care what he thought of her anyway? She didn't need his approval.
 
   He leaned toward her, resting his forearms on the table. "You ought to work for me."
 
   She squinted. "Why?"
 
   "I need a new personal assistant. Someone smart, efficient, likes to travel. Someone with a good bullshit detector. Who won't keep trying to sleep with me."
 
   She laughed, but it came out more as a snort. "Is that a common problem for you?"
 
   "Why don't you think about it? I can more than match your current hourly salary." 
 
   "I'm a CPA. Not a doormat." That was, no doubt, what he wanted—some poor soul to run around and do his dirty work, all those trivial things he didn't have time for in his busy day. "Why would you want me working for you, anyway, Numbnuts?"
 
   "So I can boss you around, Chubbs."
 
   "Right." 
 
   His slow grin made her pulse speed up. "Get my whip out."
 
   "Right."
 
    Evidently, he was kidding about the job. For just a moment she'd thought he was serious. When she reached for the wine to pour herself another glass, he beat her to it. "I expect any assistant of mine to be on call at a moment's notice, ready to leave with me as soon as I need them. Someone who knows me, can anticipate what I want, before I even know it. Someone unflappable in a crisis, who doesn't take my occasional bouts of bad temper personally." 
 
   She rolled her eyes. "Jesus, Mary and Joseph, where do I fill out the application form? Sounds like a dream job." 
 
   "Very funny, Mulligan."
 
   Swinging her leg under the table she accidentally knocked her knee against his. The contact sent a jolt through her body, as well as the table. Wine spilled.
 
   "You can't sit there," she muttered, dabbing hurriedly at the puddle with her napkin. "I'm waiting for someone."
 
   He scratched his ear. "A date?" It was a damn shame that he should have hands like those, she thought peevishly. Why couldn't they be on a nice man? They were large, expressive hands with long fingers and he used them a lot when he talked. The thick, silver band of his wrist watch winked at her as he gestured, drawing attention to one of his best features. Regrettably.
 
   People said he'd punched faces with those hands. Taken out the opposition. He fought dirty, they claimed.
 
   Whomever handled his publicity these days had made an effort to turn his image around, make him appear less like the gutter fighter who built his empire with questionable methods. He was trying for a more legitimate image—the golden poster boy for the American dream. And it had been quite a successful campaign. But she wasn't fooled by the expensive suits, handmade shoes and charity work. He was still the tough-nosed, wise-cracking, arrogant boy from Brighton Beach who—as he once boasted to her— knew twenty ways to cheat her out of a buck and her panties. 
 
   Bry often found her mind wandering when she looked at his masterful hands, thinking what he might do with them. The latest fantasy involved cream pastries.
 
   She gulped down the remaining wine in her glass. At this rate she'd be drunk before Helena arrived. Probably a good thing.
 
   "I said," the man across the table repeated firmly, "is it a date?"
 
   Why did he want to know? And what right did he have to ask? "Jealous?" she replied with another snort. Not very ladylike, Bryony, she heard her mother's voice.
 
   He paused, eyes narrowed. "Maybe I am," he replied thoughtfully.
 
   A shocked chuckle caught in her throat. She wished it was a date, just to show him. "Going to send a gypsy violinist to serenade us?"
 
   "Not at lunch, no." He checked his cufflinks. "So who is he?"
 
   She groaned. He'd find out sooner or later anyway. Sadly, she couldn't keep an air of mystery even if she wanted to. "It's Helena."
 
   A little smile curved his thin lips and he blinked those deep, emerald green eyes. "Ah. Cousin Hel. How is she?"
 
   That, she mused, remained to be seen. "Don't you speak to Carl these days?"
 
   He drummed his fingers on the table, his darting gaze swiftly taking in the other diners. "Not...Not often. Been busy." She got the sense he was hiding something. "Aha! Here comes the waiter."
 
    
 
   * * * *
 
    
 
   So she hadn't heard the latest from her cousin. Yet. She'd no doubt find out over lunch. Better get out of the line of fire, away from the fallout. He'd already spent two hours last night with Carl who, for some reason, chose to spill intimate details about his marriage during the course of venting over beer and burgers. Ben was never comfortable knowing about other people's private lives and certainly never wanted to know about his cousin's sex life, but in those two hours he'd been given a blow-by-blow account. No pun intended. The thought of Helena in a naughty nurse outfit, offering to give Carl an enema, had almost brought the burger back up. Apparently it did the same for Carl who was completely rattled by his wife's sudden desire to explore new frontiers in sex. 
 
   "I don't get it," he'd moaned to Ben between chugs on a Dos Equis bottle. "I thought she was perfectly happy for sixteen years. You know, missionary position every Saturday without fail, a little outdoor from behind in the summer. Occasionally a crotchless, lace teddy or some edible undies, if it's my birthday. Nothing too out-there. Now, suddenly she wants to experiment. I've got Horny Housewife Helena on my hands. I blame the books she's been reading."
 
   What, exactly, he expected Ben to say or do, was beyond him, so he'd just lent a listening ear, nodding as required, trying not to laugh.
 
   Helena would kill Carl if she knew half the things he'd unloaded last night.   
 
   Certainly made him look at prim and prissy Helena in a new light. 
 
   That was the trouble with women, he mused; marry them and they changed, the mask came off.
 
   He watched Bry explaining to the waiter that she'd hold-off on her order until her cousin arrived. She'd cut her hair since he last saw her, he realized. It used to be long and wavy, but now it was a sleek, auburn, shoulder-length bob. Is that what was so different about her? He couldn't pinpoint it.
 
   She wore a chic, navy wrap dress and those high, scarlet heels. Odd choices for an accountant. Gave her a sexy edge. If he saw her in the street he'd definitely turn his head to watch her pass. She used to be self-conscious, fidgety. Today she sat before him with an air of confidence, her polished, pale pink fingernails occasionally drawn through her hair to tuck it behind one ear. She wore a ring, he noted. Not an engagement ring, however.
 
   Suddenly she looked over his head and smiled. It was the easy sort of smile she never spared for him, and when she raised a hand to wave, he knew Horny Housewife Helena had arrived.
 
   "Well, I'll leave you to your cauldron," he muttered, sliding out of the booth. "Nice to see you, Chubbs."
 
   "Likewise, Numbnuts," she replied, studying the menu again.
 
   "Give some thought to my offer."
 
   "Offer?" She looked up and in that second she was thirteen again, innocent, startled and confused that he'd just asked her to dance.
 
   "The job offer," he reminded her patiently, leaning down with his palms flat on the table. It seemed she'd already dismissed his suggestion as nonsense. "Obviously Rostrop and Philips are giving you all the shitty jobs. A woman with your talent is wasted there. You know they'll hold you back."
 
   Her lips twitched and Ben realized he was focused on them a little too intently. Red lipstick made her mouth full and lush, very enticing. No more virgin uncertainty there, he mused. The reminiscence had been brief and now awkward, pugnacious Bryony Mulligan transformed back into this tantalizing, feisty woman again. "Why don't you write up a full description of what my duties would be, Petruska?"
 
   "I told you already."
 
   "A vague overview. I need details." One beautifully shaped eyebrow arched gracefully, sensuously. "I can't consider leaving a steady job for some half-assed idea you plucked out of the air. So write it down." There went the lip twitch again and her black lashes swept downward as she turned her attention back to the menu. "Unless you're weren't serious."
 
   He'd never heard a soft voice crack a whip before.
 
   Suddenly Helena was upon them, bitching already about having come so far across town in midday traffic. As if midday traffic was worse than any other time of day. Helena was a whiner. Curiously, so he'd found, people who whined the most often had the least to complain about. "Hi, Helena." He tried desperately to keep a straight face, but kept picturing her bony frame in thigh highs and a nurse's outfit. He always thought that when a woman's knees were the widest part of her body she ought to consider eating a slice of cheesecake once in a while.
 
   She shot him a cold glance. "What the hell are you doing here?"
 
   Bry spoke up before he could answer. "He owns the place."
 
   Helena flung herself into the seat he'd just vacated, shrugging off her coat, muttering about men always being where they weren't wanted, but never around when they were. Ben knew she didn't like him, of course. She thought he was a womanizer, according to his cousin Carl, and made no secret of her disapproval regarding the various dates he'd brought to her parties over the years. 
 
   "Enjoy the coven...er... lunch, ladies." He made a hasty exit.
 
    
 
    
 
   

 
   

Chapter Three
 
    
 
   She hovered in the doorway, suffering the quakes of last minute doubt. In a weak moment she'd agreed to go to this gallery opening Helena had organized tonight, but she wasn't really at home with this sort of crowd. Modern art confused her. She always got the sense of watching a naked Emperor march by while everyone else cooed over his new suit of clothes. Bry liked classical art, portraits and landscapes that weren't interrupted by flying cubes or bicycle tracks, or random items she could have picked out of her own garbage. In Helena's opinion, that made her "pedestrian".
 
   "Just don't tell anyone what you really think," had been her advice to Bry as they left Helena's car and walked toward the polished glass front of the gallery. 
 
   That seemed to be Helena's mantra, she mused. Just pretend everything's "darling".
 
   So now, here she was, trying to look cool and sophisticated, watching her cousin greet people with the double-cheek air kiss. Helena was fully-recharged this evening, bright and sparkling as a fake crystal chandelier, much improved on the dour, crumpled, teary-eyed woman she'd been seven hours ago at lunch, when pouring out her troubles.
 
   "I know he's having an affair," she'd exclaimed over the Chianti and garlic bread. "He's been chatting with an old girlfriend on Facebook."
 
   "How do you know?"
 
   "I have his password. I checked. It's all there."
 
   "What is?"
 
   "Chats. She's always asking about his work. Sucking up. Whether he remembers this and that." Helena had shaken her slender shoulders as if she had a chill. "Talking about her vacation and her new car."
 
   "Is that all?"
 
   When Helena responded with a deep scowl, Bry thought maybe she was missing something. But no. "Isn't that enough?"
 
   She recovered hastily. "So, what does he say?"
 
   "He tells her about problems at work," Helena exhaled dramatically. "Things he never bothers to share with me. And he reminisces about taking her to the prom. I mean, it's sickening." With one hand to her forehead Helena slumped over her untouched pumpkin ravioli.
 
   Later she conceded that her husband's former flame lived all the way across the country in California and was married with four kids. Bry casually suggested that these "chats" seemed relatively harmless, but Helena, in usual drama-queen fashion, had burst into tears. "I can't believe you'd take his side. Oh my god, no one cares about me. No one."
 
   Then she was guilted into going with Helena to the gallery opening—an event, apparently, that Carl had refused to attend. 
 
   "He claims he has to work late, but he's probably chatting with his online hussy and can't tear himself away." Helena mopped up her tears with a paper napkin. "I've tried everything I can think of to keep his interest in the bedroom. I don't know what else he wants, Bry."
 
   When Helena was in one of her dark moods there was little to do except wait for the storm cloud to pass, but she'd always been there for Bry—more of an older sister than a cousin—so it felt as if she ought to prove her allegiance by trotting along to the gallery. Couldn't let Helena walk into her own party alone. 
 
   Also, agreeing to go out that evening had prevented any further discussion about the bedroom. The last thing Bry wanted to hear was a detailed account of Helena's attempts to seduce her husband of sixteen years.
 
   Wow. Their wedding was sixteen years ago? She'd known Numbnuts for more than half her life, she realized. 
 
   "Why was he sitting down with you when I came in?" Helena had demanded. "You know what he is. I hope you didn't encourage it."
 
   "I certainly didn't," she'd replied. 
 
   "Good, because he's absolutely the wrong man for you, Bry. I wouldn't trust a hair on his head with any friend of mine."
 
   Just as she replayed their conversation in her head, there he was. In the gallery. Dark suit. Standing out as usual. 
 
   "Are you kidding me?" she groaned under her breath. Three times in one day, after two months in the same city with no sighting? 
 
   He was probably there buying some overpriced, ugly art. Ben Petruska had no more understanding of modern art than she did, but he'd buy it if it was expensive— and especially if someone else wanted it. She wondered if he meant to be buried with all his treasures, like a Pharaoh in ancient Egypt. Obviously he had more money than he knew what to do with.
 
   Rostrop and Philips are giving you all the shitty jobs. And a woman of your talent is wasted there. You know they'll hold you back.
 
   Oh, and he wouldn't? She almost laughed out loud. Ben Petruska was old fashioned when it came to women. He liked them glamorous, well-maintained, obedient and unquestioning. In fact she'd be shocked if he had any women on his staff, apart from those he had to hire for affirmative action. Maybe that's why he wanted her—to fill a quota. Today, briefly, she'd felt as if he might be attracted to her, but it seemed too strange to consider for long so she let it go. Besides, he probably didn't even realize how it felt for her to be on the receiving end of his full attention for once. He was a natural born flirt on auto-pilot. Helena called him a womanizer.
 
   Fortunately her cousin hadn't seen him in the gallery. She was preoccupied with pseudo acquaintances and her martini. So Bry pretended she hadn't seen Ben either. It might be for the best if they just ignored one another. Even on a good day, Helena did not like Ben and—uh oh—Carl was with him. 
 
   This did not bode well for a peaceful evening.  
 
    
 
   * * * *
 
    
 
   He stood with his cocktail in one hand and a bacon-wrapped scallop in the other, trying to pay attention to a woman with a voice as sharp as her cheekbones and conversation only slightly less unappealing than her stretched, embalmed expression. He had no idea where Carl went and was already thinking about making a sly exit. But he couldn't. His driver had brought them both to the gallery. If he left now, Carl would be stranded without a ride. Unless, of course, he managed to patch things up with Helena.
 
   Glancing over the walking cadaver's head, he suddenly spied the back view of a curvaceous woman in a nude color dress with a shimmer of sparkle. He'd know that ass anywhere and the glossy swing of her hair when she laughed. Who was that pinhead with her? Some guy with artfully shaped stubble and an earring.
 
   "Excuse me." He left the gaunt woman still talking and strode up to Bryony, stopping directly behind her. "Who let you in?"
 
   She jumped about a foot in the air and spilled her drink. Again. Second time in one day he had that effect on her. He'd like to think he made her nervous, but she did have a naturally clumsy streak so it was hard to tell.
 
   Pinhead looked annoyed at the interruption, but said nothing and didn't meet his eye. Just surveyed Ben's suit with thinly veiled irritation.
 
   "Oops! I owe you a drink, Ms. Mulligan." Ben made a fuss over her and her dress, taking the empty glass out of her hand, looking at the salt around the rim. "Margarita is it?"
 
   "Petruska, I don't need you to buy me a drink."
 
   "But I will anyway." One hand on her waist, he drew her away toward the bar. He glanced over at Pinhead and smiled wide, showing teeth. "I hope you don't mind, but Miss Mulligan and I have some business to discuss."
 
   "How dare you?" she exclaimed hotly. "No we don't."
 
   "About a job, Ms. Mulligan. Remember?"
 
   She twisted around as he dragged her off. "I'll be back in a minute," she promised Pinhead.
 
   Ben gave the other man a look that assured him otherwise. He didn't have to say anything else, but steered her through the crowd by the bar, spreading his fingers over the soft layer of sequins that made her gown twinkle. God, she felt good. No way was she going back to Pinhead.
 
   "You've got some nerve, Numbnuts," she whispered angrily.
 
   "Yes, I do. I have a lot of nerves and you get on all of them."
 
   "I'm not one of your bimbos to be pushed around."
 
   "Bimbos?"
 
   "Why did you bring Carl here anyway? Helena is in a foul mood and this isn't the place for a fight. She's working."
 
   "I didn't bring him," he explained placidly. "He brought me." Ben fully expected her to yell at him about touching her, but she didn't mention his hand on her waist, so he left it there. "Where is Helena?"
 
   "Schmoozing. Why?"
 
   "Is she having an affair?"
 
   "Helena?" Her eyes widened. "No way!"
 
   He set her empty glass on the bar. "You sure? Carl is convinced—"
 
   "She thinks he's having an affair." 
 
   Ben laughed and shook his head. "Much ado about nothing, then."
 
   "You know how they are."
 
   "True." On the way to the gallery he'd advised his cousin to take control of the situation. Helena, he suspected, wanted her husband to toughen up a little. Carl could be a real wimp at times, always worrying too much about what he shouldn't say or do, always analyzing every move. Never one to just go with the flow. As a marriage therapist Carl was probably the worst sort of husband. Kind of like teachers were said to make the worst parents. "I've given Carl a little advice."
 
   "You have?" Her voice dripped with scorn. "Know a lot about marriages do you? Perennial bachelor that you are?"
 
   "I know about women," he responded coolly. "And at least as much about relationships as you do, perennial spinster."
 
   Her lips parted. An extra dash of color darkened her cheeks and it wasn't rouge. 
 
   "What's up?" he demanded. "Spinster is the female equivalent of bachelor."
 
   She had no answer to that. Naturally she always thought she could call him whatever she wanted. When he retaliated she sulked. 
 
   "Look how easily we just sorted out their problem," he marveled out loud. "One straightforward question and answer. Seems to be beyond Helena and Carl. You'd think, if we can manage simple communication, anyone could."
 
   She answered crisply, "It's easy for people on the outside of a situation."
 
   "Well," he looked at her luscious lips, "enough about our cousins. Have you thought about my job proposition?"
 
   Tipping her head back, she studied his face. the reflection from her long earrings shining down the side of her neck, just where he suddenly thought about kissing her. "Write something up," she said. "I told you." 
 
   "Ok. I will. Nice lipstick, by the way."
 
   She seemed puzzled. "Thanks." Then she laughed. "I guess."
 
   "What's so funny?" He tightened his hold on her as the crowd swelled. When her body moved against his, he was shocked by an immediate response in his pants. That hadn't happened to him quite so swiftly in a woman's presence since he was in college. These days there were often too many available women around, looking to catch his eye. It was a case of too much of one thing in his diet and he was bored, lost his appetite. Until now.  
 
   Bryony waved to the bartender. "It's just that I've never had a compliment from you before." She shot him a wry look. "I feel like I should have it framed." 
 
   Was it true? Had he seriously never complimented her before? He was sure he had. She just didn't notice. Or didn't want to.
 
   The bartender ignored them. Bryony's polite gestures were lost in the surging mob of jaded city folk looking for alcohol to get them through the evening. He watched her for a moment, partially—he had to admit—because from his vantage point, almost a foot above her, the v-neck of her dress went from modest to plunging, revealing more of those tender, gently blushing curves than she probably realized. Finally he decided to help her out.
 
   Ben let out a loud whistle and waved a fifty dollar bill in his free hand. That got the barman's attention quick enough.
 
   Bryony cringed, leaning her elbow on the bar, her hand to her eyes. "Trust you," she muttered. Every guest at the bar was now watching them and she, apparently, didn't like to be the center of attention. "All that money and still no class."
 
   "That's why I need you to work for me." He grinned. "You can bring the classy." Personally he couldn't see what was wrong with his methods. As long as they worked and he got what he wanted, right?
 
    
 
   * * * *
 
    
 
   When the crash came she was too busy looking at Ben; too tangled up in the leafy green whorls of his wicked gaze and the feel of his hand, warm and heavy on her waist —a shockingly possessive touch she could neither ignore, nor bring herself to push away. They were too close, crammed together at the bar, and she felt his blatant gaze stroking her cleavage. The man was bold, shamelessly surveying her tits as if he'd purchased them for her. But hers were real, not the bolt-on, beanbag variety. As she'd stated, she wasn't one of his many bimbos and he needn't treat her like one.
 
   So this was what it felt like to have Ben Petruska's arm around her. She tried to understand the various sensations rippling through her body, to put them in order, label them neatly, find a possible explanation for why she allowed this to happen. 
 
   He'd just licked his lips. His midnight pupils expanded until she thought she could see her face reflected there. The darkness pulled her in and she found it too hard to resist.
 
   And then the crisp splintering of glass on marble tile brought them both out of their trance. 
 
   In the middle of the gallery, Helena and Carl had decided to resume an argument that must have begun some nights ago. The stem of Helena's martini glass was on the floor between them and she was yelling at her husband to take his hand off her arm. Other guests observed the entertainment with varied degrees of amusement. Some possibly thought it was part of a performance art installation
 
   Gotta hand it to Helena. She knew how to put on a show. 
 
   "I can't discuss this with you now," she exclaimed, tossing her gilded head back, perfectly toned arms hanging at her sides with his hand clasped around one of them.
 
   His response to her was muted, not much above a whisper, certainly not loud enough for the onlookers to hear clearly.
 
   Helena blinked and looked at her husband's hand on her arm. "I can't leave. This is my party."
 
   While Bryony was embarrassed for them both, her cousin appeared caught up in the drama, relishing the spotlight. On the other hand, as if he'd been taking lessons, Carl seemed to be trying out a dominant role that sat awkwardly on his shoulders. "Then we'll discuss it alone later, Helena. At home," he exclaimed with a grand flourish. 
 
   "Let go of me," she muttered, as if only just aware of people watching.
 
   He leaned over to give his wife a peck on the check and she turned her head stiffly. 
 
   "Don't." Helena moaned, pouting. "Not here." Then she relented enough to lower her lashes and sigh, "Later."
 
   Bryony felt as if she was watching a high-school play or an episode of The Real Housewives. Someone ought to throw a table.
 
   "Looks like the lovebirds are about to make a truce," said Ben as the party resumed.
 
   "I wouldn't bank on it. Helena can hold a grudge a pretty long time."
 
   "Isn't that true of all women?"
 
   She glared up at him. 
 
   "C'mon," he added, dark eyes shining mischievously down at her. "Women lack the simple logic that tells a man when to let it go. Women get fixated on an idea and they bludgeon it to death, long after the point has been lost and even when they know they're wrong."
 
   "I see." With two fingers she plucked his hand from her waist. "And all women do that, do they?" 
 
   "Most." He shrugged.
 
   She cursed herself. For those few moments she'd forgotten how damned irritating he was. "And all men are too stupid and self-absorbed to bother looking at the problem from the illogical woman's point of view. Oh, no! Their way is the only way. No one else can ever be right and rather than concede to the fact that they are, actually, very often in the wrong, men will drop the argument and forget it. Better that than let the little woman win." 
 
   "I've never had a problem admitting when a woman is right. When she has the sense to agree with me."
 
   Her temper was up now. She knew she shouldn't have had that margarita on an empty stomach, but what the hell? Who better to aim her fury at than Benedick know-it-all Petruska, who must have used some charlatan's trick on her the minute he put his hand on her waist. She could still feel it there. "Just pat her on the head and be all noble about not bearing a grudge. Laugh at the fact that she can't let it go—because she's right!"
 
   He feigned surprise at her anger. "No need to start foaming at the mouth. It was just an observation."
 
   "Of course it was," she muttered, grabbing her purse from the bar. "Forgive me for being too dumb to agree with you." 
 
   "How can you help it?" He smirked. "You're a woman."
 
   Groaning, she spun around and pushed her way through the bar crush, looking for Helena. No point staying any longer if the happy couple were about to make up again. She could get home, put on her furry slippers and vegetate by the TV. It was pouring with rain out—the perfect night to curl up in a blanket and watch an old movie.
 
   Maybe she could just slip out. Helena probably wouldn't even know she'd left early. She could hail a cab and be home in thirty minutes.
 
   Bathroom first. She headed down the corridor to the ladies room, but the door was locked. After waiting there a few minutes she heard the unmistakable sounds of passion-induced moaning. Placing one hand on the door she also felt the vibrations of a Sonny Corleone knee trembler.
 
   "Hello?" She tapped lightly on the door. 
 
   The noises stopped abruptly. Then came frantic whispers and the sound of a belt buckle scraping tile. 
 
   "I'll be out in a minute," Helena shouted through the door, her voice high-pitched and breathless. Bryony swallowed a chuckle and hastily backed away. Apparently a peace treaty had been brokered. 
 
   "You need a ride?"
 
   She'd backed right into Numbnuts. "Er...no. Thanks."
 
   But he followed her back down the passage to the entrance of the gallery and when she handed in the ticket for her coat he did the same for his.
 
   "You're leaving already?" she demanded. "What about Carl?"
 
   "It seems I won't be needed after all. Neither will you."
 
   The attendant was taking a long time looking for her coat. His was found first, just to compound her annoyance with the evening in general, but instead of leave, he waited for her. 
 
   "I've got my car and driver outside," he said.
 
   "So have I," she replied, chin up.
 
   He paused and then laughed. "He's driving a yellow car around the city, giving other people rides, while he waits for you, right?"
 
   "Oh, shut up. Just leave."
 
    Finally, her coat arrived over the counter. Before she could reach for it, he'd swept it up and held it out for her like some evil prince charming. With a sigh she stuck her arms into the sleeves and tried not to notice his hands when they momentarily rested on her shoulders. As if she was a child, he pulled her collar up and tied her belt. She didn't even have time to protest. 
 
   "I'm giving you a ride home, Mulligan. It's pouring out there."
 
   "I don't need one."
 
   "Yes, you do."
 
   "No, I don't."
 
   "You do and you're getting one."
 
   "Who do you think you are? My father?"
 
   "If I were, you wouldn't be arguing would you? I know your father, remember. He would have spanked the sauce out of you, Mulligan."
 
   She felt the argument escaping her clutches. Waiting on the pavement and trying to hail a cab in this weather certainly wasn't a cheering thought.
 
   "I promise it'll be painless," he added. "We'll just pretend we don't know one another."
 
   Gritting her teeth she eventually agreed. "Fine. Thanks."
 
   Damn Helena and her drama. This was all her fault.
 
    
 
    
 
   

 
   

Chapter Four
 
    
 
   It was an uneventful ride until they turned the corner onto her block and met the flashing lights of a cop car. A fire truck was parked across the street, in front of her building. Ben's driver came to a halt and lowered his window. 
 
   "Looks like a problem, sir," he called into the back seat.
 
   Rain made the road glisten as if someone had overturned a truck load of sequins, but the danger was something they couldn't see. Tape was being used to cordon off a section of brownstone, including the steps to Bryony's building. 
 
   A cop trotted up to the car and told them to turn around. "Gas leak." The entire street was being evacuated and he had no estimated time of when it might be safe to return. "Crews are working on it, buddy," he assured them mechanically before splashing off into the rain, hand raised to halt another car.
 
   "Shit," she exclaimed, hunched in her corner of the seat, arms folded.
 
   There was no hesitation from her companion. "You can come back to my place."
 
   She felt her scowl deepen. "I could just check into a hotel."
 
   "Don't be ridiculous." Sliding back into the seat, fingers spread over his knees, he looked at her. "You're coming home with me."
 
   Bryony sucked on her lips and turned her face to stare out of the window. It had gotten colder just in the short time they were in the car and the rain began hitting the glass harder as it transformed to pellets of ice. If it was that cold outside, why was she hot? 
 
   The city would be a mess in a few hours. It was winter and she should be prepared for massive inconveniences, but still the first storm of the season always seemed to take her by surprise.
 
   "I'm not dumping you at a hotel," he added. "Wouldn't be chivalrous. My grandmother would never forgive me."
 
   Hopefully it would only be a few hours, she thought. It was nine thirty now. She gave him a quick glance over her shoulder. He was humming a tune, fingers tapping his knees. Of course an ice storm wouldn't bother him much. He never had to rely on public transportation to get anywhere. If he didn't feel like going in to work tomorrow he didn't have to. The beauty of being his own boss.
 
   She said nothing and he didn't wait for any agreement, just told his driver to take them home to his apartment. And as she stared at the window again, catching her reflected expression, she knew what the night held in store. It was readable there in her eyes, large print. 
 
   Where he'd held her waist earlier she still felt the warmth of his hand, the strange possessiveness she'd never expected from him, never experienced from anyone. The night was passing like a weird dream where things were only normal on the surface. Underneath it all, nothing was really quite the same. She ought to pinch herself, she thought, quirking a little smile at her reflection. 
 
   It made her look naughty. Wicked. 
 
   Bryony Mulligan, are you going to get laid tonight?
 
   Yes, sir. If I have my way.
 
   What the hell was she thinking?
 
   She quickly shook her head, straightened her lips. It was not going to happen. She couldn't let it. 
 
   Numbnuts? She must be crazy. So she'd had a crush on him years ago. Maybe—just maybe— she could admit that now. Because she was over it, right? Her tastes had matured since then. And as Helena said, she knew what he was. The Casanova of Manhattan and various international locations.
 
   He could have any woman in New York and frequently did if the rumors were true. Just because he'd looked at her in a heated way and touched her waist, she'd let her mind wander off into absurd porno territory. Maybe it had simply been too long for her since her last boyfriend.
 
   She stole a quick glance sideways and saw his fingers still tapping idly on his thigh.
 
   Damn it, Mulligan, don't look at his dangerous hands.
 
   Too late. There was nothing she could do, was there? In her head she worked out an excuse to give Helena. The peckerhead had practically kidnapped her. She couldn't open the door and leap out could she? 
 
   Tap, tap, tap went his long fingers.
 
   Sex. It flashed and buzzed in her mind like the neon letters luring tired motorists to a seedy motel. Right above the "vacancy" sign.
 
   Twenty minutes later they were walking out of the private elevator into his penthouse apartment. It was everything she expected—sleek, modern, masculine. Luxurious. The press of a remote achieved instant life. Five blue and gold flames shot out of large pebbles in a center fire pit, and muted, recessed lighting glimmered into action, stroking the lush curves of large, spotless white couches. On the exposed brick wall, an enormous flat screen TV blipped awake, while a coffee maker in the kitchen purred in unison. All this from one micro-chip command. Like his women, she mused darkly, his appliances came in coordinated colors and worked obediently on the push of a button.
 
   "Espresso?"
 
   "At this time of night?" Bry kicked off her shoes, afraid to mark his wide plank floors and expensive-looking area rugs. 
 
   "Vodka? Brandy?"
 
   "No. Thanks." Anyone else would offer tea next, or water. He went straight to the liquor. But Bryony was too fidgety, too interested in his apartment to sit still just then. Didn't want to risk spilling anything else. Not here in this pristine show room. 
 
   Tonight she had a rare opportunity to pry into his life and find what the real Ben Petruska did when no one watched. How did he relax? Maybe he didn't. It wasn't the sort of home she could imagine anyone flopping around in. Those white couches wouldn't withstand five minutes with her and a bag of Doritos. Her tatty bunny slippers would be distinctly out of place, for sure.
 
   No personal photos, she realized. In fact, the decor was quite sparse, certainly not cozy or lived-in. Probably had a professional designer pick everything out for him. A vodka bar had more cozy warmth.
 
   While he poured his coffee, she found the guest bathroom and slipped inside. Her heart was racing quite a bit, just because she was there with him. Well, not just because of him, for heaven's sake! She was in a penthouse apartment overlooking Central Park, standing in a glitzy bathroom that probably cost more to decorate than her entire apartment. It was about the same size too. The hand towels were neatly aligned and no gunk jammed the soap dispenser. 
 
   This was the last place she'd expected to end up when she set out that evening. Then he went and put his hands on her—on her waist, her shoulders, her arm.  
 
   You're coming home with me.
 
   Bossy. Gave her goosebumps. Made her panties moist.
 
   But it wasn't as if she was a clueless, slack-jawed, virginal co-ed who had never seen a pecker before and had no idea why she was there. This was real life and the only shades of grey were in his dull, fucking decor. So why was she perspiring under her dress and standing in his bathroom trying to catch her breath? Sheer lunacy.
 
   Stop it, Bryony Mulligan. Get a hold of yourself. You are a new woman now. At least have the presence of mind to act as if this apartment isn't on another planet, or you just rode there with the Beverly Hillbillies in their jalopy.
 
   Having cooled off for a moment and completed what she went there to do, Bry checked her face in the big mirror over the sink. Chanel Rouge Allure lipstick was still in place. Good. Mascara not yet melting. Looking good, Mulligan. It must be a special, flattering mirror. How much did one like that cost, she wondered.
 
   Ready. Fully charged.
 
   He wouldn't know what hit him.
 
   As she closed her purse, her gaze drifted downward to the marble counter space beside the sink. A straightening iron perched there in a professional holder. Her heart skipped a beat.
 
   Petruska certainly didn't use that.
 
   She took it out of the holder and found one long blonde hair stuck to the cold heating plate.
 
   Maybe he kept that in his guest bathroom for the use of any random woman who stayed the night? It was an amusing thought for ten seconds, but she knew even he wasn't that much of a ladies man. If he was he would have slipped into a smoking jacket by now and lit up a pipe, while pressing a button that turned his couches into a big circular bed under a mirrored ceiling.
 
   So there was a regular female in his life. Somewhere.
 
   A blonde.
 
   That certainly calmed things down, didn't it? For a moment anyway.
 
   The slow, steady thump of expectation still passed up and down her body on a determined march toward misbehavior. There didn't seem to be anything she could do about it, but since there was a woman in the picture she was safe from forming any deeper feelings, right? She knew what she was getting into. Nothing more could come of this. Nothing.
 
   This what exactly?
 
   One night stand. Overdue. 
 
   And a really, really stupid idea.
 
   But if she didn't take this chance now, she may never have another. It was part of the cleansing, she assured herself, all part of making the new Bryony. Seizing life by the balls. By the...numbnuts.
 
   She washed her hands, dried them on his neat towels, and opened the door.
 
   "What were you doing in there?"
 
   He was right in front of her, shoulder propped against the door frame, espresso cup in one hand.
 
   "What do you think I was doing in there?" She swept grandly by. "If I wasn't allowed to use the facilities you should have told me."
 
   "You just took a long time. That's all." He followed her. "Something to eat? I can order."
 
   "It's ten o'clock at night," she reminded him.
 
   "So?" He grinned. "We could have a midnight feast. In bed."
 
   She dropped onto his couch, but then immediately got up again. Where's your girlfriend? she wanted to ask so badly. But she banked it. Didn't want to seem interested. Or remotely disappointed. And Blondie couldn't be that permanent since her hot iron was kept in the guest bedroom, not the master suite. Thus she justified not asking.
 
   Icy rain slanted against the wall of windows overlooking the park, reminding her to be grateful that she was inside a warm building and not alone. On a night like this it was good to have company. Suddenly her purse danced. She jumped, opened it and dug for her phone.
 
   "Hello?"
 
   It was Helena. "Where did you disappear?"
 
   No way could she let her cousin know where she was. She could imagine Helena yelling at her to get out of there now, drop everything and run. Suddenly she felt sixteen again, as if her father wanted to know why she hadn't made curfew. "I...went home. I wasn't feeling good." She knew Ben was looking at her. His gaze was intense, burning through her with a smoldering heat. "I tried to find you to say goodbye." 
 
   Bed? Bed? Had he just said something to her about bed? Yes, he had. She'd tried to cancel it out by ignoring it happened. But now she couldn't concentrate on anything else.
 
   "We could have given you a ride home, Bry." 
 
   We? So things were patched up with Carl. 
 
   Bed. He'd said it. He was thinking the flashing neon sign too.
 
   "I wanted to get home before the storm," she said to Helena on the phone. "It's pretty bad out there and I knew it would be tough to get a cab. Traffic was awful. Cars sliding all over." Nervous, she crammed words in until they leaked around the edges. "Everything ok?"
 
   "Everything's fine." As if there was never anything wrong. Amazing what a risky quickie can do, she mused. "I'll call you tomorrow," Helena exclaimed in the loud voice she used to tie up conversations. "Just wanted to make sure you got home ok."
 
   "Yep. No problem." 
 
   When she shut the phone, Ben came to stand beside her and look out. "Why did you lie about where you are?"
 
   "I didn't lie." She hesitated. "It was a slight evasion of the truth. I didn't feel like answering a barrage of questions."
 
   "Oh. Right."
 
   "Besides. Why would I lie? If she asked me outright I would have told her. It's perfectly innocent." She stared at their reflection in the window. He was turned toward her, one hand rubbing the back of his neck. Bry knew he was staring at her, but what specifically caught his interest she couldn't tell. Her heart thumped hard. It felt as if her entire body was jumping with it. Maybe he saw.
 
   Why had she agreed to let him bring her here? In her mind she wrote out the points, scribbling them on a yellow legal pad, adding them up.
 
   One, the simple answer—she was nosy. That had to be worth twenty five percent. Maybe a little less.
 
   Two, the embarrassing confession—he was paying attention to her and she liked it. Bry was flattered. Another quarter percent therefore had to be granted to her inner giggling idiot and cheerleader reject.
 
   Three, absolute truth—Bry was horny and he was the most attractive man she knew. That made the total up to almost three quarters of a reason.
 
   Finally came the complex, underlying issue—he was the most teasing, frustrating man she'd ever known and it was time she got this out of her system. She would surely be relieved of this dreadful fascination once she'd seen that he was, in fact, just like every other man without his clothes. Besides, on behalf of every other average woman in the street, every other overlooked female, she had a flag to raise and something to prove to Benedick sexy-pants Petruska. 
 
   There was a tiny sliver of the pie chart that couldn't be accounted for. Maybe later she'd figure that out.
 
   She was about to turn toward him when his phone rattled with the sound of coins falling from a slot machine. He picked up. "Carl?"
 
   She couldn't hear the other side of the conversation. Carl was nowhere near as loud as his wife.
 
   "I knew you would get home with Helena....no...no...I just got in....early start in the morning. Yes, I did tell you. Listen, it wasn't my kind of party....yes....no...uh huh...no idea....ok." He shut his phone and set it on the wide window ledge.
 
   "Why didn't you tell him I was here?" she asked smugly, head tilted.
 
   "I can, if you want me to." He reached for his phone again, but she brought her hand down on his.
 
   "No."
 
   "But it's perfectly innocent." His eyes narrowed. "You said so."
 
   Ah, so she had.
 
    
 
   * * * *
 
    
 
   The moment her hand touched him, he knew he couldn't let her leave his apartment that night. It was a long time since he'd felt this much excitement shooting through his veins, this much desire for a woman. Was it the first time she'd ever touched him? It felt as if it might be. His skin came alive where her fingers stretched over his knuckles.
 
   He tried to swallow, but his throat was dry. Fuck. Suddenly he was goddamn nervous again. "Sure you don't want something to eat?"
 
   "Quite sure." She was looking up at him, eyes blue and shining—but not with the innocence she claimed a few seconds ago. 
 
   "Are you cold?"
 
   "No," she replied softly. "I'm never cold. Do I look cold?"
 
   "It's a thin dress. I just thought—"
 
   On tip toe she kissed him. He inhaled her spicy perfume, tasted her lipstick. Her breasts moved against his shirt and white hot need burst through his body. Quickly his hands swept up to caress her shape. If she was wearing anything underneath, he couldn't feel it. She was firm but the curves were very full, a perfect weight in his palms. A low groan, emerged from deep in his throat and his cock hardened, his balls tightened.
 
   "Ms. Mulligan." He circled one finger over the nipple pricking at the front of her dress. "You're not wearing a bra."
 
   "I took it off in your bathroom," she confessed, her breath blowing soft against his cheek. "Panties too."
 
   Inside his head a thin wire melted from the heat and he lost whatever old-fashioned gentlemanly restraint his grandmother would have urged. Now he understood his fear. This was a fantasy come to life. He should be fucking scared; it was probably a healthy reaction to the situation.
 
   He lifted her onto the window ledge, over the heating vents, and then he slipped one eager hand between her parted thighs. 
 
   Sure enough there were no panties and his fingers found their path to treasure unrestricted. Her pussy was already damp, the lips soft as rose petals. "Damn."
 
   "What's the matter?"
 
   "I would have preferred to take them off you," he muttered gruffly, one trembling finger slowly caressing her labia. He wanted to bury himself inside that warm, wet haven. All day he'd been thinking about it, making up various scenarios in his head. Sexy Bryony Mulligan owed him this after running away from him all these years. "Next time remember that."
 
   "Next time?" She gasped, half laughing. "No way. Tonight is a one off." Her hands were on his shoulders, running over the tense muscle under his shirt. "And no one needs to know about it, Petruska. No one."
 
   Ok then, he thought. If that's the way she wanted it. He'd have to make the most of the time.  
 
   With his free hand, he slid her short dress up over her thigh high stockings. Whatever she said, her legs must have been cold that night, but he'd warm her up.
 
   As he slid his forefinger inside her, she moaned, eyes closed, the back of her head pressed against the window. Ben leaned into her for another kiss and deepened it. His tongue swept inside her mouth, just as his finger moved further into her tight, slippery cunt, curling upward, seeking her g-spot.He unzipped his pants with one hand and let them fall to his knees, knowing he was rushing this but unable to slow down. She wrapped her legs around his waist, apparently in a hurry too. Their lips parted and Ben dipped his head to lick her left nipple through the material. It blossomed, thrusting at his tongue, and she cupped her tit urging him to suck. He pressed a second finger inside her pussy and she gasped out his name.
 
   It sounded damn good on her maraschino cherry lips. 
 
   Oh, yeah. He felt her shiver. There it was.
 
   He touched her clit as he pressed his tongue to the sharpened nipple. He massaged both sensitive points gently, paying close attention to the deepening sound of her moans. Dew soaked his fingers and when the heating clicked on, blowing up at her through the vents, she squirmed, exclaiming breathlessly that it tickled.
 
   Ben smirked, moving his fingers faster in and out. "Take your dress off," he grunted. He wanted her naked in his window while he fucked her. No one could see a thing this high up, unless they used a telescope or binoculars. But the thought of it added a spark to the fire. Add he needed to see her breasts, needed to rub his face on her nipples, breath in the scent of her soft skin.
 
   "No," she gasped out. "Leave it on." And then her eyes opened. "I'm shy."
 
   He wanted to laugh. "Shy? Shy?" Somehow he didn't believe it. Nothing about those scarlet lips was timid now.
 
   "Yes!" She pouted, sliding her fingers down his torso to his erection, where it arched against his Calvins. He was throbbing, aching with need. Her perfume mingled with the musk of her roused sex. It sent a primitive signal to his brain—to the part that had never adapted to civilization, but still thought he lived in a cave and could drag a woman around by the hair if the need arose. The good old days, he mused.
 
   "I want to see your tits," he managed, after struggling a few moments with the urge to simply tear that flimsy dress right off her. If they only had one night, he was going to make it count.
 
   She wriggled, pulling the shoulders down and carefully slipping her arms out of the sleeves.
 
   Ben paused a moment to appreciate and pay homage to her beautiful breasts. Perfect, plump teardrops with dark, very sensitive nipples. One touch of his tongue against them and they puckered. Her breath hitched in her throat. From then on the rhythm of her gasps became more frantic. Her fingers strayed to the waistband of his underwear and she tugged them forcefully down to free his erection.
 
   He felt her long nails scrape across his sac, her palm cupping his hot flesh, gently squeezing and weighing. Then her fingers wrapped around his shaft.
 
   "I want this," she purred.
 
   Funny. That was his reaction the minute he saw her gorgeous butt bent over in front of him that morning.
 
   "So much for shy," he grunted, half laughing as he felt her pulsing pussy quake with a rough and ready orgasm, squeezing on his fingers. She was going to feel like heaven on his cock. He couldn't wait any longer to taste her honey and now he knew she wanted sex him tonight as much as he'd wanted it all day, the last little fears were gone.
 
    
 
   * * * *
 
    
 
   Warm waves from the heating vent blew against her pussy and her bare bottom. She started to sweat. His long fingers now massaged around her clit with skill, not quite touching it directly. Just teasing. Still riding the wave of an intense orgasm, Bry didn't want to think too long about where he gained his experience, but she supposed she ought to be grateful to whichever bold woman had shown him the way and saved her the trouble. 
 
   The window was cool against her back and she took advantage of that to keep from exploding in a fireball. She could no longer hear the icy rain rattling the glass. There was only her racing heartbeat and his shattered breathing. 
 
   Ben dropped to his knees, pushing her thighs wider apart with his hands.
 
   Oh, god!
 
   If he did that, she'd be lost. She'd be—
 
   His mouth touched her inner thigh in a soft kiss. First one side and then the other. She gripped her dress where it was bunched around her waist. She daren't take it all off yet. Too self-conscious at the last minute.
 
   But part of her wanted to pull it off over her head and give herself up completely to the savage lust writhing through her like a wicked snake. Ben Petruska tempted her to throw caution to the four winds. A stronger part of Bryony, however, clung to her dress as if it was her shield in battle.
 
   His lips brushed over her pussy and she held her breath. Slowly his tongue swept between her labia. Once, twice, three times. A hard gust of wind flung rain at the window behind her. Ben set his mouth over her slit and thrust his tongue deeper, faster. She exhaled, grabbed his hair,  held on.
 
   She was coming again already.
 
   His hands grabbed her butt, lifted her onto his mouth and Bryony melted around his tongue, her pussy walls squeezing, contracting hard. She knew she must be creaming. He made a low, excited sound, muffled between her thighs, and then diligently lapped up every trickle. Bry's sex was so sensitive then, her orgasm so deep, that yet another, smaller tremor followed. 
 
   Aftershock, she thought drowsily. Must be. No way did he just give her three orgasms in a row.
 
   Ben stood between her legs, hooked her knees over his arms and entered her with his thick cock. In only one solid thrust he was deep and she was filled. Finally he stripped off his open shirt, tossing it to the hardwood floor with the rest of his clothing and he fucked her with a hard, steady rhythm, looking down between their bodies, as she did, watching the wild coupling. When she looked up there was fire in his dark, passionate gaze and she was burned by it, melted like wax.
 
   His forceful shaft stretched her, possessed her. Like a sleek, well-oiled piston it worked in and out of her body. She shuddered as more waves of heat floated upward. The ridges of the air vent were no doubt marking her cheeks with red lines, but what did she care? 
 
   Ben took her nipple between his firm lips again. He sucked a little but not hard, just enough to keep the peak damp and roused. She felt his teeth gently tease her areola, his tongue flicking at the swollen bud slowly, gently until she wanted to scream. Finally, just when she thought she'd have to beg, he began to suckle harder at her nipple, closing his hard lips around it.
 
   His lower body worked tirelessly, every ridge of his long cock tickling her pussy, stroking her inner walls. She could hear the wetness of their bodies joining, could smell sex, thick and heavy in the air. Even deeper he impaled her now, rocking her body, his knees knocking into the wall below her. 
 
   Then he stilled. His head went back and she saw the thick muscles straining taut in his neck. His hot cum poured into her, his fingers digging into her ass cheeks, his balls emptying their load just as he emptied a long, contented growl from somewhere inside his being.
 
   And only then, as she felt another orgasm flutter through her pussy, did Bryony realize their utter stupidity. 
 
   No condom.
 
   What on earth had she been thinking? For the first time in her entire adult life she'd been thoughtless and completely irresponsible.
 
   So had he.
 
    
 
    
 
   

 
   

Chapter Five
 
    
 
   He wanted to see her in bra and panties—the way he'd fantasized. Fortunately she'd stopped clinging to her dress and let him do what he wanted now with very little persuading. She had a great ass for those lace "cheeky" panties. They weren't red, as he'd imagined, but pink. Close enough.
 
   The shelf-bra was just right. His hands were shaking so much he could barely get the clasp snapped and she squirmed about, complaining his breath tickled her neck.
 
   "Now walk around the bed," he said huskily, planting a kiss on her shoulder. "While I watch."
 
   "And give me orders?"
 
   "Exactly." Grinning he leaned back on the bed, stark naked, head propped up on his arms. "Go ahead. I want to see you walk." She still wore her thigh high stockings and, at his insistence, had put her heels back on. "I love to look at you in lingerie. Ready for me. For my eyes only."
 
   "Who do you think you are?"
 
   "Benedick Petruska. Pleased to make your acquaintance."
 
   With a heavy sigh, Bryony got off the bed and walked as he instructed, hands on her waist. "Just remember this is one night only. The last time I'll ever obey your commands."
 
   "Not too fast," he exclaimed. "Slow down so I can appreciate every inch."
 
   "For Christ's sake, Petruska." But she was trying not to laugh. He saw the dimple in her cheek. The one on her face.
 
   "Your ass has just the right amount of wiggle," he muttered. "And your breasts have a magnificent bounce. You're a work of art, Mulligan. Everyone at that gallery was looking at the wrong thing tonight."
 
   She laughed. "Thanks. Is this an audition?"
 
   "Sure. Do you want the job?"
 
   "As what? I didn't know you owned any strip joints."
 
   He paused, ringed the base of his erect dick with his fingers and then said, "As my mistress."
 
   She flicked hair out of her face and looked down at him on the bed. "You don't have a wife. How can you have a mistress?"
 
   "I'm married to my work. I want a mistress who'll be at my disposal, so to speak. Who will be mine exclusively and whose only task is to make me happy." He knew he pushed his luck with her, but hey, if he didn't ask he didn't get. And Ben didn't beat around bushes, he plowed through them. "Who won't complain at the hours I put in or the traveling I do. Who won't ever have a headache when I want sex. Who will be ready for me whenever and wherever I want her."
 
   "Keep dreaming, Numbnuts. You were born in the wrong century."
 
   "You asked me. I answered. That's what I want. I'm not sugar-coating a thing."
 
   Turning again, she walked back around his bedroom, a slight sway of her hips telling him she was getting into the role. He stroked his cock, thinking how she felt when he sheathed it deep in her pussy. How she moaned and arched. Her cream was so sweet. He could get addicted, he realized. As he stared at her panties he saw the darkening at the crotch where she was damp. Could be her own juice or his, slipping out of her. His shaft thickened under his palm at the thought of his seed filling her to overflowing. Again, it was a primal urge that made him want to spend deep in her. Over and over.
 
   She'd reprimanded him about the lack of condom, of course, and he had a box in his bedside drawer ready for use. Why he'd forgotten them in this case was obvious. At least to him. When a man suddenly had a dream fuck come true he didn't think about the practicalities or the risks.
 
   And she was ready to shout at him, but where were her logical brain cells earlier? 
 
   "Walk over here," he commanded. "Put your heel up on the bed so I can look at your panties."
 
   To his surprise she obeyed. Oh yes, she must be enjoying this game, because Ms. Bryony Mulligan did not follow orders. Generally. That made this night of games doubly enjoyable.
 
   Definitely a darker patch spreading over the pink cotton. Nice.
 
   "Put one hand down your panties and rub your cunt for me."
 
   "Why?"
 
   His throat was tight when he tried to swallow. "Just do it." His gaze fixed on her crotch. "I want to see how wet you are."
 
   Bryony slowly slipped her hand down her belly, taking her time, teasing. He leaned up on one arm for a closer look. Her fingers moved under the lace and he watched as she touched her sex. Her breathing had changed, her eyes narrowed as she looked down at him. Ben didn't know how long his cock could wait before claiming that fine pussy again. He was trying his best to be polite about it, but frankly he wanted to fuck her brains out. 
 
   "Your nipples are hard under that bra," he observed sternly. "You're very aroused, young lady."
 
   "Yes."
 
   "Did I say you could be?"
 
   "No." Apparently she tried to frown, but must have found it difficult in her current state. Her nipples were dark and distended. Her pussy, he knew instinctively, was ripening. He watched her fingers moving faster under her panties. 
 
   He raised his chin and sniffed. "Are you nearly coming again? You're in heat."
 
   She moaned softly, her lips rolling inward, her eyelids half closed.
 
   Ben sat up fast, grabbed her wrist and tugged her hand out of her panties. "No you don't. Not yet."
 
   Her satiny red lips pouted. "Why?" The breathless word shot out of her like a hot spark from a boiling kettle.
 
   "Cos I said so," he replied smoothly. Ben Petruska had mastered women before. He was very much the dominant member of any sexual encounter, but recently it had become dull. No woman was much of a challenge any more.
 
   And then there was this one, appearing back in his life suddenly.
 
   He would master contrary Bryony Mulligan if it was the last thing he did.
 
   Pulling her hand closer, he licked her wet fingers, then drew them into his mouth and sucked. His pulse thumped hard through his body and his balls felt heavy, ready to explode again. Her musk filled the air, invaded his senses. Kneeling up on the bed he turned his attention to her tits, forcing his hands under the bra cups and pushing her nipples up until they sat perkily on the frilled edge of lace. Little offerings, like dainty, sugary decorations on iced cupcakes. His fingers slid back down over her stomach and he felt her harsh, unsteady breaths. Yes, indeed, she was highly aroused. He pulled her panties up higher so that the cotton crotch wedged into her damp slit and the lace into the crack of her bottom. He knew that would rub on her most sensitive spot as she walked, cause more pressure to build. With one finger he stroked her cleft through the bunched material and felt how sopping wet it was. "Now walk around the bed again."
 
   "Why?"
 
   "If you don't," he looked up into her eyes, "I'll tell Helena exactly where you spent the night. That you've been a bad girl."
 
   "You wouldn't dare."
 
   He smirked slowly. "Wouldn't I?"
 
   "She'd never believe you."
 
   "Do you want to take that chance?" 
 
   Finally she obeyed, walking faster this time, enjoying the sensation evidently, of the panties riding up her crotch and him watching. She pretended to do it because he bribed her, but she wouldn't do it if she didn't want to; he knew that too well. He'd just given her a reason to justify it to herself.
 
   He sat back on his haunches. "I can see your pussy lips. They look swollen Mulligan and very, very pink." There was also a shiny wetness on her inner thigh.
 
   She turned in her high heels and walked toward him. Between gritted teeth, she muttered, "I'm taking these off now."
 
   "Not until I say so."
 
   "Right." She rolled her eyes. 
 
   "Is your cunt aching for me?"
 
   "No."
 
   "Goddam liar. I can see it throbbing from here. Look at me. Look at my dick." He showed her the bead of pre-cum. "Are you as hot for me as I am for you?"
 
   "Damn you, Petruska."
 
   "Stand there."
 
   Bryony stopped at the side of the bed, hands on her waist still.
 
   He began to work his cock with both hands, staring at her roused body while he did so. "Bend over."
 
   "Let me suck you." She was looking at his cock as if she wanted to put mustard on it and swallow it whole.
 
   "No!" He knew he'd spend too soon again if he let her perform oral sex. "Turn around and bend over."
 
   With an irritated gasp, she spun around and bent at the waist.
 
   "Spread your legs." He leaned in and grabbed the wet crotch of her underwear. Between his teeth. 
 
    
 
   * * * *
 
    
 
   She heard him sucking the moisture from her panties and then the sound of stitches breaking as he ripped them off her body, pulling with his teeth. 
 
   "Hey!" She almost toppled over in her five inch heels. "Those weren't cheap."
 
   "I want this ass." He slapped it and she fell against the bed. Barely did she have the chance to steady herself on her hands and knees than she felt the cool lube squeezed into her ass. This time he remembered a condom. The torn, empty package landed on the bed cover beside her and then she felt his cockhead.
 
   "Don't you ask permission, Petruska?" she groaned.
 
   He leaned over her spine, his breath hot on the nape of her neck. "Can I fuck you, Mulligan? Do you want my cock inside you again? Filling you, rutting you, coming hard?"
 
   Not much she could say to that. Except. "Hurry up then."
 
   Ben pushed his finger into her ass and then she felt his tongue again, slipping up and down her quaking pussy. She laid the side of her face to the bed and spread her legs wider, sticking her ass high. The need to have him inside was so greedy it was almost painful. It made her belly ache. As he eased a second lubed finger through the tight rim of her asshole, his tongue curled inside her vagina and his lips closed over her sex, steadily sucking the juice out of her. Bryony groaned, rocking on her knees and elbows, her hot cheek sliding over his silky bedcover. The pressure in her sex was almost unbearable, the need to be filled dominating every other consideration, and his fingers in her ass only multiplied the sense of emptiness in her cunt.
 
   "Come for me," he whispered, his lips moving against her swollen, roused labia, his breath slipping inside her body. "I can't get enough of this pussy." Her kissed her and flicked his tongue in and out. "Come for me, baby. Yes, just like that. Just like that." He clamped his mouth over her cunt again and forced the full length of his tongue into her body. She felt his free arm fall over her arching back, holding her lower body still while he ravished it.
 
   When she heard the groaning scream she wasn't even sure it was her. Bryony Mulligan melted into the silk of that bedcover and he drank her up like a cocktail.
 
    
 
   * * * *
 
    
 
   His broad crest, clad in the sleek condom, pushed at her anus. 
 
   "Yes," she cried out. "Fuck me!"
 
   "Glad to oblige." He was also glad he had no neighbors to hear all this or there might have been cops banging at his door by now. He could never have guessed Bryony Mulligan was a screamer.
 
   But boy did he like it.
 
   And she evidently enjoyed the little slaps with which he'd reddened her ass cheeks. She pushed back, pumping her hips at him, urging for more. She was a beautiful, wild cat.
 
   He was no longer so sure he wanted to master her. Some women should be left untamed, he mused. Not that he'd ever admit that out loud. Ben Petruska had a reputation to withhold.
 
   He began filling her sweet ass, half inch by half inch, pausing at times to let her adjust. Her gasps grew throatier and he watched her hands gripping the bedcover tighter as he plowed deeper. Ben tried to steady his breathing, but the excitement was too much. Leaning over her sweating back, he wrapped one arm around her waist and gave that last little push. Filling her. Possessing her. For a moment he waited, the blissful sensation of her ass hugging his cock making him burn with the desire to ram home hard, but natural good sense making it necessary to slow down, be considerate.
 
   He ran his free hand over her left ass cheek, cupped it, squeezed it, felt the throbbing squeeze intensify on his rock hard shaft.
 
   "Go balls deep in me," she gasped out. "I want all of it."
 
   Fuck.
 
   That was it.
 
   He pulled back an inch, resettled his knees on the bed and then thrust.
 
   She screamed out a, "Yes", although it sounded as if she had a mouthful of silk.
 
   Ben let himself go, riding her glorious ass until the friction flared into a white hot spark and then he spent, firing his load with a last push that slapped his balls hard against her sticky cunt. She squealed and groaned breathlessly and he felt it vibrate through his dick. Just as he thought he was done, she moved under him, pushing back, hips swaying, her wet pussy rubbing on his sac as she came to her own peak. The soft trickle of her warm liquid honey, smeared on his balls, sent him to heaven again and he shook as yet another spurt of cum shot out of him and into the condom.
 
    
 
   * * * *
 
    
 
   Bryony woke abruptly. She hadn't meant to fall asleep, but after the exhausting few hours in his company her body had won out over her brain and insisted on much needed rest.
 
   She sat up as carefully as possible so as not to disturb the man sprawled beside her on his stomach. They had not made it under the covers, but they were both naked. He snored softly, his face partially mashed into the pillow, dark eyelashes twitching. Ben Petruska still managed to look incredibly sexy, she thought almost angrily.
 
   After this she'd hoped to find him looking....normal. Looking like any other man, once the mystery was stripped away. Unfortunately it wasn't the case. If she sat there any longer gazing at his hard butt and muscular shoulders she'd probably feel the need to wake him and continue where they left off. Or say goodbye in some squishy way that would later make her cringe. Best slip out quietly. No awkward conversation that way. Really she needed a shower, but that would wake him for sure, so she dressed quickly, picked up her shoes and purse and tiptoed out into the main room of his apartment. It was getting light out already. The city outside his windows looked icy and miserable, sinking in grey dismal surrender to the bitterness of another winter. Grabbing her phone from the window ledge where she left it last night, she checked the time. Eight thirty. Shit. She'd be late for work. 
 
   Couldn't go in dressed like this could she?
 
   There were two missed calls. One from Helena late last night and one from her friend Kelly this morning. No time to check them now. About to pull on her shoes, she suddenly froze when the phone on the kitchen counter rang out, piercing the still quiet. 
 
   She glanced over at his bedroom but there was no movement from within. He was out for the count, she mused with a jolt of pride. Always knew she could show him a thing or two.
 
   The phone clicked to voice mail after only three short rings. 
 
   "Benny, darling, I thought I'd catch you early. Your cell phone is off. Where are you? Look, I'm flying back today. We can do dinner. Call me, ok? I think I left something in your guest bathroom. My hot iron. I'll collect it later. Ciao baby."
 
   Benny? She scowled at the phone. Benny? What was he? Twelve?
 
   No. He was an enormous, fully-grown, extremely arrogant man. He was rough as sandpaper and yet soft as a cashmere sweater. He could be hot one minute, spicy as a good madras curry, and then cold in the next, enough to give ice burns. 
 
   Oh, god, what had she done? Succumbed to lust, that's what. And she wasn't going to cry and whine about it now. She knew what she was doing last night, knew the risks, knew it could never be anything more with a man like him. He played with women and last night she'd accepted the rules of his game, without complaint, fully conscious. Of sound mind.  
 
   Now, in the grim light of day she opened her eyes to the wreckage. She'd gone and betrayed one of her own kind—slept with another woman's man. Not that the woman on the message could be considered one of her kind. Other than the fact they were both females and shouldn't run around stealing men from each other. Not even if the men encouraged it and couldn't be faithful if they were manacled.
 
   Well, she hadn't stolen him, had she? Just borrowed him for one night. 
 
   Somehow that didn't sound any better. Bryony 2.0 was in danger of turning into a slut and a bitch. So what if other women had done it to her in the past, didn't mean she should now turn the tables.  
 
   She stepped into his private elevator and pushed the button with an angry jab of the finger. Never again.
 
   Never. Again.
 
    
 
    
 
   

 
   

Chapter Six
 
    
 
   By the time she got to the office she expected a reaming from her boss. She'd prepared an excuse about the gas leak at her apartment building, but as it turned out she didn't need to say anything. When Adam Rostrop saw her walk through the doors and summoned her directly into his office it wasn't to ask why she was late.
 
   "Seems you made quite an impression on the new owner of Leonato's restaurant yesterday," he exclaimed, beaming. "He wants to meet with us this afternoon about possibly using the firm for some of his other business. This could be big, Mulligan. Benedick Petruska is a very powerful man. You've hooked us a big fish."
 
   "I don't quite—"
 
   "He's coming in at two. Make sure you're prepared. I've asked Sandy to put a background file together for you on his various other interests and projects. We can't let this one get away."
 
   She hadn't even sat down; he was pushing her backward out of his office. It was ten thirty in the morning and he already had sweat stains under his arms.
 
   "Congratulations, Mulligan. Keep this up and you could be in line for promotion." He winked at her and shut his door.
 
   "Great," she muttered, hurrying to her own office. Three and a half hours to read up on Numbnuts and be "prepared". As if she didn't know everything about him already. It was the being "prepared" bit that worried her. Might have known Petruska would do something like this—embarrass her, make her unravel and drop things in front of her boss. He'd love seeing how unsettled he could make her. This wasn't about throwing more work at Rostrop and Philips, it was about him getting his rocks off.
 
   As she passed the secretary's desk, Sandy looked up and hurriedly finished her phone conversation. She put down the receiver, grinning and bouncing to her feet. "You've got flowers."
 
   Alarm bells rang out loud and clear. "Flowers?"
 
   "Is it your birthday or something?" Sandy beat her to the door and opened it with a flourish. "I was about to call out for a last-minute cake."
 
   Her office was filled with bouquets of peach and white roses. The sweet fragrance was almost overpowering. How the hell did he know they were her favorites? This wasn't just a few flowers. This was an entire rose garden and in the midst of winter. He'd spent a small fortune.
 
   It was certainly a generous way to say goodbye to one of his conquests.
 
   "And then these came," Sandy added, drawing her attention to the credenza and a large box of Italian cream pastries from Veniero's.
 
   Yes, there were cannolis. Smartass.
 
   The man worked damn fast. She'd left him dead asleep two hours ago. Since then he'd pillaged a florist, ransacked a bakery and arranged to meddle in her career. What else had he been up to?
 
   "Also there's a package. I put it on your chair as there was no room on the desk."
 
   Christ on a cracker.
 
   "You should have told me it's your birthday," Sandy burbled apologetically. "I usually get that on the schedule as soon as a new person starts—"
 
   "It's not my birthday until January."
 
   "Oh."
 
   "And please take the pastries out for everyone to share."
 
   "Are you sure?"
 
   "Of course. I'm not going to eat them all am I?" She laughed, shaking her head. There was a time when she might have been tempted to do just that. Especially with her emotions all over the place like this. She hesitated and then decided to get it over with. "Was there a card?"
 
   "No. Nothing."
 
   Well, that was a relief. He'd spared her that much. 
 
   Sandy's desk phone rang and she picked up the pasties, cradling the box in both arms, before dashing back out to answer it.
 
   Bry glumly assessed the rose parade that had parked itself in her office. She ought to phone him, but she didn't have his number. She'd have to ask Carl for it and then Helena would find out. Bad.
 
   What if it wasn't him? Like it could be anyone else. It was over the top just like him. And she had no secret admirers to blame it on. Clearing a path through the roses, she finally found her desk and the chair with the package. She sat, holding it gingerly in her lap.
 
   The phone rang on her desk. She picked it up.
 
   "It's Kelly Minton."
 
   "Ok, put her through."
 
   There was a click and then her friend's voice shouted down the line at her, "Where the hell have you been? I heard through the grapevine that your apartment was evacuated last night in the storm. Why didn't you come over here?" 
 
   "I didn't want to bother you."
 
   "Bother me?"
 
   "You might have been busy."
 
   "Yeah, right. Like I have anyone to get busy with." Kelly's fiancé was killed in a car accident six months ago and she'd rarely left her apartment since the funeral. Everyone kept trying to get her out again, but Kelly was the sort of person who didn't want to be forced into recovery or "cheered up". Bryony understood that and never pushed her. It was one of the reasons why they were still friends when most people had given up on Kelly's moods. "So where did you go last night? You were late to work so it must have been good."
 
   Oh, shit. "I stayed with someone."
 
   "I hope it wasn't a man."
 
   Bryony was looking at the package in her lap, thinking about him spanking her ass with those lovely hands of his. He said he wanted a mistress, a disposable woman. At least he was honest about it, she mused. Honest about the limitations of his affections. As she'd told him, he was born in the wrong era. "What?" she murmured. "What man?"
 
   "Any man. I've told you before. Men are bastards."
 
   That was Kelly's latest mantra, her most recent reason for not going out to meet anyone. "I know. Trust me, I know," Bryony answered with a sigh.
 
   "So, who was it then?"
 
   She bit her lip. "A man."
 
   "I knew it!" Kelly laughed.
 
   "It was harmless." She had it all under control. Got it out of her system. It was one night only. Tonight he'd probably take out the woman who called him Benny and left her hair iron in his guest bathroom. 
 
   "Men are never harmless, Bry."
 
   "It's not the men. It's what we do with them, how we handle them. They're only bastards if we let them be." It was like pastries, she thought, sliding a finger under the tape at one end of the package. They were only bad if a person got carried away with them. Everything was ok in moderation. A little nibble now and then.
 
   "What were you on last night?" Kelly demanded. "Sounds like you're still high."
 
   "I had one margarita."
 
   "You never could hold your liquor."
 
   "Not like you maybe." She smiled, tucking the receiver under her chin and tearing the brown paper off the package. 
 
   "Want to meet for lunch? I'll tidy the apartment if you bring sandwiches."
 
   "Ah. I would, but I have to work through lunch. Important client coming in this afternoon and I've been warned to prepare. How about tomorrow?"
 
   "It's Saturday. I have to meet my father for lunch. The once a month lecture about getting a real job and packing up the writing."
 
   "Ok. Monday?"
 
   "Sure. See you then, drunken slut."
 
   She chuckled. "See you, frigid bitch."
 
   They both hung up laughing. Bryony realized she was feeling remarkably light headed. Maybe she really was still suffering from that margarita. The paper fell from her lap and revealed a shoe box. She lifted the lid. Scarlet Manolo Blahniks. Right size. And unmistakably not faux.
 
   If it was anyone but Numbnuts, she thought wryly, it might be love.
 
    
 
   * * * *
 
    
 
   He strode into the conference room, vaguely aware of the eyes trailing him through the main office, some shy, some bold, some very pretty. But there was only one pair of eyes he wanted to see that afternoon. One look should tell him if their night together had affected her as much as it did him.
 
   There she was, standing as he came in, looking especially hot in a navy pencil skirt and ivory silk blouse buttoned all the way to her neck. She wore her hair up today, minimal make-up. Still those high heels, he noted, glancing down slyly as she put out her hand to shake his. She wasn't wearing the red ones he'd sent to her. Yet. 
 
   He liked the way she didn't feel it necessary to dress like a man just to blend in at the office. Confident in her abilities, she clearly enjoyed her clothes and had great personal style. She made no excuses for her beauty.
 
   Introductions over, he moved to a chair and sat, positioning himself directly opposite Bryony. She put on her glasses and shot him a warning look that was probably meant to freeze his dick off. Certainly hardened it. Slowly he smiled.
 
   Rostrop took a seat at one end of the long conference table and two other men joined the meeting, although Ben had no idea who they were. He'd shaken their hands, but wouldn't know them again if he met them again half an hour from now. There was only one person in that room he cared about. He barely heard a word. Just went through the motions.
 
   "We'd be honored, of course, to have your business, Mr. Petruska. Here at Rostrop and Philips we have a long tradition of working with the businessmen who built New York from the ground up and made it what it is today."
 
   "Uh huh."
 
   "When my great grandfather started..."
 
   Ben tuned out.  He already knew more about the shady history of Rostrop and Philips than he really wanted to know. Did they think he wouldn't have his people research the firm before he sat down in their conference room? And he wasn't there for them anyway.
 
   History? He could tell them history that would curl their toes.
 
   He watched Bryony's pale pink fingernails on the files she'd set down in front of her. He'd made it clear that he wanted Ms. Mulligan to handle all the accounts he gave them, but he knew Rostrop and Philips operated like an old boy's club. Still. She might think she had a chance of rising up in that firm, but she had limited uses in the eyes of Adam Rostrop. 
 
   She was a hot, smart, damn sexy woman and even in this century that had its own set of problems. Her skills as an chartered accountant came second to that. She'd chosen the wrong firm. They'd never appreciate her. 
 
   The way that slimy old letch, Rostrop, looked at Bryony and referred to her chillingly as "Our Miss Mulligan" proved he saw her only as bait to bring Petruska Industries into the fold. She'd never be allowed to take on the full responsibility of all his accounts, but they'd used her to draw him in.
 
   He wouldn't be surprised to learn that Rostrop sent her deliberately to Leonato's yesterday. The injustice made him angry. Often accused of being old-fashioned and using women for nothing more than sex, even he could see Bryony had much more to offer. She was keen, ambitious, bright and capable. As he'd commented to her yesterday, she didn't take bullshit. He liked that about her. He liked a lot of things about her.
 
   Everything in fact.
 
   And he wanted to know more. One night might have been enough for her; it wasn't for him.
 
    
 
   * * * *
 
    
 
   He'd better stop looking at her that way. Luckily, Adam Rostrop was getting into his stride and forgot anyone else was present. She shot a quick glance at Tom and Brad, but they were busy playing their role, nodding along with the boss. Might have known they'd be invited in on this. She couldn't be allowed to handle it herself, naturally. Annoyance flared through her, but she quelled it by pressing her fingernails into her palm until they made blood red moons. Looking up she caught Ben's eye again.
 
   He leaned back in his chair, stretched out his arms and said suddenly, "I'd like to have a word with Ms. Mulligan. Alone."
 
   Adam Rostrop was cut off mid-sentence. Like a robot with the batteries suddenly ripped out, he didn't know how to proceed. His minions looked to him for guidance but he had none to give. This was unprecedented. No one dismissed Adam Rostrop from his own conference room.
 
   No one except Numbnuts.
 
   "Well, of course, if it's—"
 
   "Alone," he repeated calmly. "Now."
 
   It was raining again, hitting the window behind her with a steady pulsing rhythm. 
 
   "I'd like to discuss my proposition and my terms with Ms. Mulligan," he added. "In private. She can bring it to you later. If she decides I'm worth it."
 
   She wanted to laugh. It seemed a very odd reaction at that moment, but since no one else knew what to do, perhaps it was fitting. A minute later they were alone, facing each other across the conference table. She took off her glasses, because clearly he didn't have anything for her to read. He hadn't even come to the meeting with a briefcase.
 
   "What do you want, Mr. Petruska?"
 
   He smiled, showing his fine teeth and incidentally reminding her of how he chewed her panties off last night. "You, Ms. Mulligan."
 
   "I'm talking about—"
 
   "I know. The answer is still you. I want you to work for me. For me exclusively."
 
   Needing occupation for her hands, Bry picked up her pen, flicking the nib in and out. She wasn't certain what he meant. There was the matter of that "Mistress" he said he wanted. Maybe that was the job he offered. 
 
   But last night was supposed to be a one off.
 
   She shook her head. "Resign from my new job? A job I'm lucky to have? A job I beat out two hundred other candidates to land?"
 
   "Correct."
 
   "Why would I—"
 
   "I'm leaving tomorrow for the Bahamas. Petruska Leisure Industries is buying property for a new hotel resort. I need an assistant to come with me, so you'll have to make your mind up tonight. Since you just got back from France, I know you have an up-to-date passport. My plane leaves at six a.m. We'll be back by Monday afternoon. Call my office for any other travel details you might need." He stood, buttoning his suit jacket. Then bowed his head as if they were in a Jane Austen novel. "Good afternoon, Ms. Mulligan. I look forward to working with you."
 
   As he strode out, she realized she hadn't even thanked him for the flowers, pastries and shoes. He hadn't asked about them. She also had not demanded that he clarify the terms of the job he offered. 
 
   She was still sitting there in a state of shock, when her boss came in with rolled-up shirt sleeves and demanded to know what happened.
 
   "I don't know," she answered truthfully, clutching her glasses. "I think he just asked me to go to the Bahamas with him."
 
   "What?"
 
   "Petruska Leisure Industries is buying property."
 
   His eyes lit up and he slapped his hands together. "Good job, Mulligan. You're a fast worker."
 
   She chose not to explain that the position she'd been offered did not involve Rostrop and Philips at all. Anyway, she didn't know if she was going to take it. Whatever it was. In fact, she knew she couldn't. That would be a huge mistake.
 
   Right?
 
   Rain shook the windows again and she looked out at the low, ashy clouds. The Bahamas sounded pretty good about now, however she got there.
 
   Returning to her office she turned on her cell phone, just in time to pick up a call.
 
   "Where have you been?" Helena exhaled gustily in her ear. "Your apartment was evacuated last night. I just spoke to your grumpy pal Kelly. Why didn't you tell me that when I phoned last night? Where did you go?"
 
   "I stayed in a hotel." The lie flew out of her in haste, her mind rushing through the possibilities. 
 
   "You stayed with a man. Kelly told me that too."
 
   Damn you Kelly! Couldn't keep her trap shut. "Oh. Yeah."
 
   "Oh yeah?"
 
   She shut her office door. "I was going to stay in a hotel, but he invited me over. So I went."
 
   "Who? Don't tell me it was that asshole Petruska."
 
   She choked. "Of course not. Do you think I'm crazy?"
 
   Helena's sigh of relief blew down the phone. "I didn't think you would, but the horrifying idea just struck me. Carl said he left the gallery early last night too."
 
   She banged her knee on the desk and winced. "Where did you see Kelly, anyway?" Ah good. Swift change of subject, quite subtle.
 
   "Barnes and Noble on 86th street. I had to pick up some books for Rory and Randal. Honestly, you'd think they wouldn't need books anymore with everything online."
 
   "Ok." Checking her emails, she saw one from Ben. Sent at one thirty, just before he must have left his office for their meeting. 
 
    
 
   Ms. M.
 
   Attached please find terms of employment for your consideration.
 
   P
 
    
 
   She clicked on the attachment and printed it.
 
   Helena was still complaining in her ear about the never-ending, expensive requirements of the two children she'd wanted so badly that she went through four rounds of IVF to achieve. A lesson in being careful what you wish for, Bry thought.
 
   A pertinent topic indeed.
 
   She'd wanted Ben Petruska's attention for years, when she was a sweaty-palmed, spotty teenager. Now she had it.
 
    The attachment from his email lurked in the printer by her door. If Sandy came in she might see it. "Hel, I'll have to go, I—"
 
   "So who was he then? Who were you with last night?"
 
   "I can't talk right now."
 
   "Come to dinner tonight. I have to know all about it."
 
   That was true. Helena always wanted to know everything. Sometimes the substitute big sister act got old. The new Bry didn't have to explain her actions to anyone. And really, was it any of Helena's business if she did sleep with Ben?
 
   But some habits were hard to break. One disapproving frown from her sophisticated cousin could still dissolve little pieces of her newfound confidence. Recently Helena, in her usual dictatorial fashion, had told her she ought to dress less colorfully and wear flat shoes at work.
 
   "You won't get ahead wearing clothes that remind them you're a woman," she'd said firmly. As if she'd ever worked in an office. Ironically, Helena would scream bloody murder if anyone dare suggest she wasn't a liberated woman, yet she came out with priceless gems like that. Apparently no one had told Helena that there was more to feminine empowerment than reading Cosmo and singing along to the Spice Girls when she thought no one was listening. 
 
   "Hel, I'm pretty sure that if I shaved my head and wore a double-breasted suit that would give me other obstacles," she'd replied to her cousin's warning.
 
   "I wasn't suggesting that. You do exaggerate."
 
   Which was further amusing, coming from Drama Queen Helena.
 
   "Well?" she shouted down the phone at Bry, evidently in the middle of traffic somewhere. "Can you come tonight? I'm trying a new recipe. The kids have band practice this evening and then they all go out to some dreadful fast-food place, so it'll just be me and Carl."
 
   Bry accepted the invitation to dinner. Maybe it would be good to get out and keep her mind off Numbnuts. Keep her from temptation. With Helena to cheerfully remind her about all his bad points she'd be in no danger of making a mistake.
 
    
 
   * * * *
 
    
 
   Carl's text blipped across his phone.
 
   Dinr ton. Hel coks. Seven.
 
   That message ought to come with skull and crossbones, he mused. Helena's cooking was usually to be avoided at all costs. Occasionally—often after a quarrel with Carl—she went to the effort of playing housewife for a few days, charring some gourmet meal on her six-burner stove. Carl liked to invite Ben, as if he wanted witnesses.
 
   Well, since he had a good excuse to make it an early night, it should be safe just to turn up with wine and leave before dessert. Wouldn't do any harm to try and get Helena on his good side, however uphill the slope seemed. He was a fighter and when he made up his mind that he wanted something nothing got in his way. Not even that sharp-nailed harpy.
 
   And there were other reasons to stay close. He always found out useful information from an unsuspecting Helena, by way of careless Carl. Things like where Bryony had just got a job, what flowers she liked and when she was going to a gallery opening.
 
   So he sent a text in reply. 
 
   OK.
 
   The punishment he was willing to suffer for that sweet piece of ass!
 
   Smiling, he dialed a number on his phone and held it to his ear. Rain dashed his car window, just as it had most conveniently last night.
 
   "Yep?" A male voice answered. "Petruska, you ol' devil." Laughter.
 
   "Good job, Officer. Payment get through ok?"
 
   "You bet. It was in the fund account first thing. The widows and orphans oughta put up a plaque to you."
 
   "Hey, you did good. You even fooled me last night."
 
   "No problem. Next time you need a gas leak organizing, let me know, eh?"
 
    
 
    
 
   

 
   

Chapter Seven
 
    
 
   The odor instantly suggested something was wrong with dinner. Unless Helena had boiled green beans with an old sock and some soap. Intentionally.
 
   "You need any help?" asked Bry, setting her bottle of wine on the island.
 
   "Oh no. It's all under control, Ms Cordon Bleu!" Helen replied with a snarky laugh. She seemed to view it as a personal affront that Bry took that cooking course in France. "You can open the bottle though. And tell Carl to turn that noise down."
 
   The wine uncorked, she walked through to the lounge, where Carl was sorting through his collection of old vinyl records. "She says turn the noise down. Sorry."
 
   He shrugged amiably and turned the giant knob on his precious Crosley. No doubt he was on his best behavior after the recent blow-out. Sometimes she wondered how he tolerated so much, but there was just no way of knowing what drew two people together when they seemed so oddly suited from the outside. Often the more dysfunctional a couple appeared on the surface the deeper the connection that held them together. Look at her parents for instance. Fifty years and still happily at battle. If anyone called peace they wouldn't know what to do.
 
   Idly looking through Carl's collection, pretending she knew who half of them were, Bryony tried to ignore the strange sounds and smells sweeping in from the kitchen. 
 
   "How's the new job?" Carl asked.
 
   "Great." 
 
   Like his wife, he always tried to give her advice when she hadn't asked for it. "Fitting in alright? I hear it's quite a man's world in that firm. You stand up for yourself."
 
   "Oh, I do."
 
   "Settling in to the social swing now you're back?"
 
   "Yep." Only Carl would say something like that to a woman who dated maybe twice a year and never went to parties if they could be avoided.
 
   "Helena said you had a date last night."
 
   "Not really a date." She felt the heat rising and moved further away from the fire.
 
   "You ought to join one of those online clubs. A lot of singles, like you, are doing it now you know. It's not the same as it used to be." 
 
   Bry cleared her throat and studied the shelf of old records. "Not really my thing."
 
   The doorbell. Carl quickly slid a record back in its dust jacket and leapt for the door. Oh no, not a blind date. Had they set her up for—?
 
   Ben walked in with a bottle of wine in one hand. Wearing black jeans and a surprisingly ratty sweater over a worn, frayed denim shirt, it certainly appeared as if he hadn't known anyone else would be there. His wine was probably three times the price of hers, she thought, sullen. Even shabbily dressed he had that expensive air about him.
 
   Helena emerged from her steamy kitchen, looking harried. "I didn't know you were coming," she snapped at the new guest.
 
   Bry hid a smile, turning to the mantle and reaching for a dish of peanuts. When Helena didn't bother, she really didn't.
 
   "Should I leave?" Ben asked, his tone bemused.
 
   "Don't be ridiculous, you're here now. I just wish I'd been told."
 
   Carl tentatively interjected, "But I didn't know you'd invited your cousin. You didn't think to tell me, Helena."
 
   "How could I? You didn't answer your phone and got home late."
 
   "I had a meeting."
 
   "Of course you had a meeting. You're always in a meeting and working late." Helena's heels clipped back into the kitchen with Carl padding after her, muttering about not arguing in front of the guests.
 
   Since when had that ever stopped them? They liked an audience. Or Helena did.
 
   She offered the dish of peanuts to Ben.
 
   He took a handful. "Nuts for Numbnuts."
 
   "If I didn't know them better, I'd think they did this on purpose."
 
   A small grin bent one corner of his mouth. "Except your cousin despises me."
 
   "True. Who doesn't?"
 
   Dropping onto the couch he propped a heel up on the coffee table. She supposed no one had ever put the slob in his place about how to treat furniture, which was strange considering his own apartment was spotless. Clearly he spent little time there. "Did you think about my proposal yet?" he said.
 
   "Haven't had a chance to read the terms," she lied briskly. When in doubt, lie. Fact was she couldn't think about that contract he'd sent her without getting as steamed up as her cousin's kitchen tiles. 
 
   "You're running out of time." He glanced at his watch. "Ten hours until you need to be at the airport."
 
   She walked to a chair and sat, crossing her legs. Yep, his eyes went directly there. A giddy rhythm started inside her. The origin was impossible to pinpoint. Time to get a few things straight. "What about your girlfriend?" Which is what she should have said last night, before things got out of hand.
 
   "Girlfriend?"
 
   "The woman who left a message on your phone this morning. And her blonde hair in the hot iron in your guest bathroom, Numbnuts." 
 
   "Oh, you mean Phil?" He sprawled on the couch, one arm along the back cushions. 
 
   This was priceless. He was going to make out that was a man? "I don't know the name. Apparently they didn't think they needed to leave one on the machine."
 
   "Philippa," he said carefully, "is not my girlfriend."
 
   Ok. So what was he going to say next, she mused. Make out he had a long lost sister? Sexy step-mother who sometimes came over to do her hair?
 
   "We've slept together yes," he admitted, surprising her with his frankness. "There is nothing permanent between us and never was. She uses my apartment occasionally when she's in the city."
 
   Probably something he'd told women many times. She dug her hand into the peanuts again.
 
   "You know I'm not a virgin, right?" he asked, one eyebrow quirking wryly.
 
   "No kidding."
 
   "And I know you're not. So there, that's over with."
 
   "Just like that?" 
 
   "Why not? See, it's simple. Don't wonder, just ask." He pointed over his shoulder at the kitchen. "Like those two. It would save them a lot of trouble, but what do I know, being a perennial bachelor?"
 
   Bryony took a napkin from the table and wiped her salty fingers. He did have a habit of making everything seem easy. 
 
   "If you'd asked me yesterday, I could have told you," he added. "No current girlfriend." Suddenly he hitched forward, sitting on the edge of the couch. He lowered his voice, although there was no need with the argument in full swing in the kitchen. "In any case, it didn't bother you too much last night and I know you saw that flat iron in my bathroom before we—"
 
   "Shut up. I didn't know what to think." Another lie. She was going directly to hell with no passing "Go" and no collecting two hundred.
 
   "And this trip to the Bahamas is all business. I told you, Mulligan, I want you for my assistant. We won't be lazing about by the pool, sipping frozen cocktails, Chubbs. It's a work trip. That's all" He sat back again with a hefty sigh. "I don't know where you got any other impression." Cocky grin.
 
   "The terms of that contract you sent maybe?" she replied, curt.
 
   "Really?" His grin widened. "I thought you just said you hadn't read it yet?"
 
   Fuck.
 
   Fortunately, Carl returned with the wine and glasses on a tray and there was no need to reply. She felt Ben's eyes watching her, his laughter almost touching her across the short distance. Smug horse's ass. But yes, he'd caught her out and it was pretty funny. Now he knew she'd read the document he sent her.
 
   What he didn't know was that she'd made a few amendments to it. One tap of a button would delete it, or send it back to him. She just hadn't decided yet whether she wanted to play another round of his game. So far they'd got away with it unscathed, but next time around there would be a winner and a loser; it was inevitable. 
 
    
 
   * * * *
 
    
 
   Interesting. She thought it necessary to fib, which meant she didn't know what to do about the offer. If she'd already decided to turn him down she wouldn't try to hide the fact that she'd read his contract. Hope sprung through his veins like a drug, brought him up, gave him energy.
 
   She sat across from him at dinner. It was a small, square table and their knees almost touched.
 
   "So you're off on another of your trips tomorrow, Ben?" Carl asked, tucking bravely into something that looked like a rolled up grey blanket.
 
   "Uh huh. Just a few days."
 
   "Somewhere sunny no doubt, while we're all suffering minus degree weather here in the city."
 
   "Grand Bahamas."
 
   Resentful silence fell over the dinner.
 
   "It's just business," he added. "Not like I'll get to enjoy the weather."
 
   Helena took a chug from her wine glass. "I guess you're going in the private plane. Never have to get pushed around at airports like the rest of us."
 
   "It's just a second-hand Boeing 727. You can get one for under four mill these days."
 
   Carl coughed into his napkin and Helena finished her wine in one gulp. Bry was watching him across the candles, her eyes shining with amusement. "I don't think you even know what you just said do you?"
 
   "What?"
 
   Only Carl attempted to explain. "You live in a whole other world, Petruska," he muttered, shaking his head.
 
   "No, I don't. I'm in the same one as you are." 
 
   "Some of us," Helena snapped, "don't have four million to spend on anything."
 
   But they still spent everything they earned and more. Apparently he wasn't supposed to do that. He was supposed to sit on his money and pretend he didn't have it, hadn't earned every fucking cent. No one handed him anything; he'd worked for it all, but people still resented it, still hated him for it. They called him lucky, when luck was nothing to do with it.
 
   Suddenly Bry asked her cousin, "So how much does prep school tuition cost these days for Rory and Randal?"
 
   Carl answered immediately, his lips tight, eyes burning into his dinner. "Claremont is thirty thousand a year now. Each."  
 
   Helena looked up. "But we always said the children's education was important no matter what it cost."
 
   "Yes." Her husband sighed deeply. "We did. Neither of us thought it would be sixty thousand a year though, did we?"
 
   Brief silence.
 
   Bry remarked calmly, "I suppose we all spend our money on what matters to us. Whatever it is. I know its a trite comparison but, it's like me and my shoes. No one thinks they're worth it either, but I do."
 
   He could hardly believe his ears. Mulligan had just come to his defense. It had to be by accident. 
 
   "As an accountant, you ought to know better than waste your money on shoes," said Helena, pursing her shrewish lips, missing her cousin's point entirely.
 
   "Everyone has to have one failing," Bry muttered. "At least one." Ben caught her eye and felt a very warm wave lapping at his insides. He didn't even mind the foul taste of Helena's food anymore.
 
   "So what's going on in the Bahamas?" asked Carl.
 
   He thought for a minute, watching Bry nibble at a piece of bread, remembering how her lipstick tasted. "Hmmm. Not sure yet. That remains to be seen."
 
    
 
   * * * *
 
    
 
   Ben left early, using the excuse that he had to pack. Bryony made no move to leave. She settled in one corner of the sofa and sipped coffee as if she had all the time in the world. If he expected her to leap up and rush out, he'd be disappointed. No doubt the women he usually hung around with took hours to pack for a two day trip. Not Bry.
 
   If she decided to go.
 
   When Helena got up to fill the dishwasher, she offered to help, but was immediately told to stay where she was. Carl followed his wife, probably aware that even thought she claimed not to require assistance he wouldn't hear the last of it later if he took that at face value.
 
   Ben was right, she mused. A lot of their cousins' troubles could be stopped if they simply communicated honestly with one another. 
 
   Once Helena came out of the kitchen again she would no doubt start pumping her with questions about last night and Carl would do his part. She'd be cornered with no one else around to deflect the bullets. Maybe it was time to go after all. Setting her coffee cup on the table, she rose and approached the kitchen to say her goodbyes. The dishwasher had just started up. 
 
   "She assured me they didn't," Helena was whispering, "and I believe her. She's too smart for him. He likes big tits and small brains."
 
   "But he asked me about her favorite flowers and he's always had the hots for her. I could have sworn they left the gallery together."
 
   Bry's heart dropped to her knees.
 
   "Well, you're wrong. Again," Helena exclaimed under a sharp, scornful breath. "If he ever looked at her it's because she's the one woman he'll never have. Must drive him insane that she's not interested. She's way too sensible to fall for his tricks and your cousin knows it."
 
   Wait a minute. Back up. Ben Petruska had always had the hots for her?
 
   "When he found out she was back in town he pestered me for days to find out where she was working."
 
   "And you told him!"
 
   "He got it out of me. I don't even know how. We were talking and suddenly it slipped out. You know how he is, wily as a fox."
 
   "Yes I know how he is and I don't want him around my cousin."
 
   Abruptly Bry decided to make a dash for it. She'd think of a good lie for Helena tomorrow and face the music then. Tonight she had to get home and think. Was it possible that Numbnuts had somehow set this up? From Carl he'd found it where she worked, so it was no accident that she got sent to Leonato's yesterday. That sly, devious little....
 
    
 
   

 
   

Chapter Eight
 
    
 
   The plane was de-iced, ready to go. Ben delayed in the lounge overlooking the tarmac, wanting to give her a little extra time. Just in case.
 
   "We'll lose the window if we don't go now, sir," the pilot warned him.
 
   "Ok," he replied reluctantly, scraping splayed fingers back through his hair. So she wasn't coming. He'd made a fool of himself. Get over it, Petruska. Other fish in the sea.
 
   Trouble was, right now, he only wanted that one. He didn't know how long this feeling would last, but it was there and he was doing his best to deal with it, to understand it. He'd wanted things before, of course, but this desire was sharper, crueler. Cut like a knife.
 
   And suddenly there she was, teetering down the hall in her high heels, sunglasses up on her head, one small carry-on over her shoulder, laptop under her arm. He stared at her but kept his smile in check, glad she couldn't hear his heart beat. "You're late Mulligan."
 
   "Had to get through security," she replied, breathless. "They seemed to think I was a suspicious character."
 
   "I bet." 
 
   They walked out to the plane and he eyed her small bag. 
 
   "That's all you're bringing?"
 
   "It's only two days."
 
   She was not like any other woman he'd ever known, but this was not news. He'd been aware of her unique qualities for years. "Well, if you need anything when we get there, we can buy it." He wanted to buy her lots of things. It was a burning need he had, to see her wearing clothes he'd purchased for her.  
 
   Inside the plane he expected her to be impressed, but she quickly sat, crossing her legs, checking her watch and then looking through a small window. "It's almost six. What time do we get there?"
 
   "Three hours."
 
   She was cool and calm now that she'd apparently got her breath back.
 
   Ben dropped into the beige leather chair opposite. "So...did you sign the contract?" 
 
   "Not yet." Her blue eyes swept across to him. They were wide, clear, penetrating. 
 
   He scowled. "I thought the fact that you came meant that you'd made a decision." 
 
   "This is a trial, Mr. Petruska. If I find the position suits me, we can discuss the terms."
 
   "I thought my terms were more than generous."
 
   "That's your opinion."
 
   "What more could you want?" He was offering her enough money to pay off all her student loans and buy an apartment of her own, as well as keep her in designer clothes as long as she was with him.
 
   "It's not about the money, Mr. Petruska."
 
   "But you're an accountant," he quipped. "Isn't it all about the money?"
 
   "You're not hiring me to be your accountant."
 
   "Yes, I am."
 
   She turned her gaze back to the window. "Not just your accountant. Also some sort of slave mistress."
 
   He glared at her. She was wearing a business-like plain white blouse, but unbuttoned almost to her bra. It gave a teasing glimpse of cleavage while also managing to make it look as if it was unintentional. He already had a hard-on. Bryony Mulligan would be the death of him. "Yes," he snapped, terse, "I want you as my mistress." That was how he was handling this need. He'd put it on paper like any other business deal, terms spelled out clearly.
 
   "To fuck you on demand." She arched an eyebrow. "In the unadorned words of the contract."
 
   "Yes." What was wrong with that? It wasn't Shakespeare, but it was to the point. Like him.
 
   "To wear lingerie and clothes only purchased and selected by you. Worn when and as specified."
 
   "Yes." 
 
   "To orgasm only with you and... when allowed by you."
 
   "Yes." His erection started to hurt.
 
   "And when we're done, you get approval on all my future boyfriends?"
 
   Yeah, he'd thrown that in at the last minute, just to see how far he could push it.
 
   She sighed, shook her head. "If you want a woman at your beck and call why not get married? I'm sure you have an entire fleet of willing girls ready to step up to the altar."
 
   "Then get divorced and watch her take half of everything I've earned? Nah. I don't want a wife. I want a mistress. Nothing permanent. Nothing messy. Nothing that involved." 
 
   "I see." She steepled her fingers under her chin. "Perhaps I ought to specify a few things too."
 
   "I'm the one paying. I get to have you my way."
 
   "Get a hooker or one of those fancy escorts. I'm sure you can afford the best."
 
   "I don't want one of them. I don't use prostitutes," he muttered. "I just want you."
 
   "You think money buys everything, Numbnuts?"
 
   "Everything I want."
 
   She smiled. "But not this time."
 
   The plane doors were closed now and they were taxiing. It was to late to throw her ungrateful, sexy ass off. "The terms aren't negotiable."
 
   "We'll see. I have demands too."
 
   Irritable he scratched his jaw. "Like what?"
 
   "I might specify that you show me a doctor's certificate."
 
   "For?" he demanded, incredulous. 
 
   "Isn't that obvious?" Now she raised both eyebrows, looking at him again. "In this day and age. Not to mention your reputation."
 
   Ben bit his tongue. "Right."
 
   "I would specify that you wear a condom, each and every time. The last thing I need is to get pregnant."
 
   "Hmmm." He saw her breasts moving under her shirt and knew she was braless again. The point of her right nipple was clearly outlined, poking against the material each time she made a slight movement or took a deep breath. Ben's mouth watered. "You're not on the pill?"
 
   "It didn't agree with me." Aha. He'd actually made her a little flustered. Color rose in her face and she uncrossed her legs. "I have to make an appointment with the doctor to try something else. I haven't had the chance since I got back."
 
   He ran a finger over his lower lip, examining her thoughtfully. "So I could have gotten you pregnant the other night." His cock would need to be adjusted in a minute, but he'd wait until she looked out of the window again.
 
   "It's doubtful." A faint line appeared between her brows and she pursed her lips. 
 
   "Why?" He grinned. "Once is all it takes."
 
   A sharp laugh escaped her tight mouth. "You assume you're Mr. Fertility, of course."
 
   "I'm firing on all cylinders."
 
   "Why? How many little bastards have you fathered?"
 
   "None. Yet."
 
   "So you could be like your cousin." She was inferring he might have a low sperm count too. Like poor Carl who'd been put through a barrage of tests when Helena decided she wanted a baby. 
 
   "I'm not. If I wanted to get you knocked up woman, I would."
 
   She shook her head dismissively. "Wonderful. Classy."
 
   "Like I told you, that's why I need you around. Add a touch of elegance to Petruska Industries." 
 
   "Can't make a silk purse out of a sow's ear."
 
   He rubbed his chin, eyeing her knees. "Come to think of it, our kids would be pretty damn cute. Maybe I should add a clause to that contract." 
 
   "Something about breeding me perhaps?" she demanded with a sniff.
 
   "Exactly. Not a bad idea." Damn his prick was uncomfortably trapped in his pants.
 
   "You really do belong in the dark ages, Petruska. Although I'm not sure how you'd handle a woman in a chastity belt."
 
   Ben stared at her mouth and his seed surged. "I'd pick the lock."
 
   Her eyes found his again and held them. 
 
   "Then I'd fuck you nice and hard," he added. "The way you like it."
 
   She fidgeted in the seat, but didn't look away. "Oh, does that matter?" she asked politely. "The way I like it? I thought this contract was all about you and your terms."
 
   "It matters that you enjoy it."
 
   "And if I don't? If you're not the lover you think you are?"
 
   He was so aroused and pent up he began to get angry. "Trying to say you didn't enjoy it the other  night? How many times did you come again? Remind me."
 
   She sighed again, fluttered her lashes. "Maybe I faked it."
 
   That did it. He felt the steam coming out of his ears. The plane paused at the end of the runway. "Buckle up," he growled. "We may hit turbulence."
 
    
 
   * * * *
 
    
 
   She hadn't slept much last night, going over his funny contract in her mind. He couldn't really think she'd go for it. He knew her well enough, surely.
 
   Did people really still do this sort of thing? Or maybe only in his world. A world he insisted was the same as everyone else's. Even though it clearly wasn't.
 
   It was tempting to say "yes", to become a part of his luxurious life and give herself up to being pampered like a pet poodle. But Bryony had a brain. Sadly it kept intruding.
 
    He was very precise in the terms of that contract, but only when it came to what she had to say and do. There was significantly little text regarding his behavior. He seemed to think the only thing she needed from him—the only thing he could give her— was an orgasm and money.
 
   Maybe that was his world.
 
   It wasn't hers. 
 
   Non-negotiable terms? They weren't in her world either.
 
   So he didn't want a wife; she knew that already, having read about his aversion to wedding bells in every magazine interview she came across. He just wanted a toy basically, so that when he grew bored he could throw her away and get a shiny new one.
 
   As soon as the seat-belt light was off, a uniformed steward came through the cabin with coffee—in real cups—and a tray of bagels. 
 
   Ben whispered, "He'll massage your feet if you want him to."
 
   "Thanks. I'll manage."
 
   It was the most comfortable, civilized flight she'd ever taken. So this was how the one percent lived. Bry tried not to look phased by it. 
 
   He was on the phone now—a special one that came with the plane. Legs stretched out, fingers occasionally drumming on the wide leather arm of his chair, he could be sitting in an office anywhere, untroubled by the fact that he was thousands of feet in the air. 
 
   Ben Petruska was, curiously enough, not a conventionally handsome man. He could never be mistaken for a male model. His looks were rough about the edges, like his manners. Taken one by one his features were nothing special. But somehow, all put together in their crooked way they were breathtaking, heart stopping. He had shoulders wider than some doors and hands that looked as if they could crack walnuts. Something about him made her think "gypsy". Was it the dark wavy hair? The wild spark in his eye? The dangerous, panty-dropping smile? 
 
   Was any of this for real? She was in a private fucking plane and heading for the fucking Bahamas with Ben fuck-me Petruska. 
 
   Nice language for a Chartered Accountant, young lady.
 
   Calm down, Bry. He did this sort of thing all the time. You don't want to look like a rank amateur do you?
 
   Besides she had terms to re-negotiate with this high-flying, mercenary, cut-throat business tycoon.
 
   David slew Goliath, right?
 
   She unclasped her belt buckle and stretched. 
 
   His attention instantly snapped to her. Bry crossed her legs slowly, hitching sideways in the soft, plush leather chair, knowing it would pull her skirt up a few inches and expose the lace band at the top of her thigh-high stockings. She wriggled out of her black blazer and tossed it to a vacant chair. 
 
   Ben's dark green eyes had turned slightly foggy.
 
   Yawning, she reached up and unpinned the clip from her hair, letting it fall to her shoulders. 
 
   The steward passed and took their empty coffee cups. She watched Ben give him a discreet signal and as soon as the other man had disappeared behind a curtain, he hung up the phone. 
 
   "Did you just cut someone off mid conversation?" she asked, amused.
 
   He shrugged. "I was done."
 
   "Alrighty then." She slid on her knees between them and rested her hands on his spread knees. "My turn to eat."
 
   "Should have a bagel," he muttered.
 
   "That's not what I had in mind."
 
   Slowly she slid a palm over the bulge in his crotch. A magnificent bulge. She was already damp between her legs, thinking about the weekend she'd just embarked upon. No one knew she was there with this dangerous man. Helena would go crazy if she found out. Her mother would think Paris had turned her into a tart, she mused. Her mother, a stout flame-haired Irishwoman had no great opinion of the French and "their ways".
 
   "I haven't asked you to suck me off," he observed sternly.
 
   "So you haven't." The zipper hissed softly as she drew it down. Today he wore boxers and his erection stabbed out through the opening in the cotton panel. She saw that both his hands now gripped the chair arms. "But I haven't signed your dumb contract either. I think I'm too independent for you. I tend to do just what I want."
 
   Bry leaned forward and licked the thick vein that stood out from root to head. He twitched; his cock arched. Stroking his broad thighs she felt the muscle tense. Again she licked him, pressing her tongue up his length and back again. He grabbed his balls, tugging them out of the slit in his boxers and then she mouthed them gently, working her tongue over the warm skin, sucking and nibbling. Somewhere above her he groaned.
 
   She nudged his knees wider apart and settled in for a firm sucking, swallowing his knob and the hard ridges of his sword-like shaft, easing it down her throat. He tasted salty and already a drop of creamy cum dripped to her tongue. 
 
   Each time she felt him thrusting, she slowed down, let his cock pop out of her mouth and left it untended for a moment while she licked his scrotum again and kissed his inner thighs.
 
   "Have many other women signed your contract before?" she asked, seriously wondering. "Did Philippa?"
 
   He avoided the question. "Finish me," he grunted, running his hands through her loose hair. "Let me come in your throat."
 
   "Not yet." She moved back to her chair. "Will you consider some amendments to the contract?"
 
   "I told you I don't barter. I don't negotiate. You know exactly what I want. It's in that document in plain, straightforward terms of employment."
 
   "Then I guess I'll keep my skills to myself. Pity, I was looking forward to drinking you down. Every last drop."
 
   A thin sheen of sweat glistened on his brow and he grabbed his cock in one fist, as if he might jerk off there and then. "I'll spill right now then and you won't get any."
 
   She chuckled. "Ok. If you like." Carefully she parted her legs, just enough to show a teasing glimpse. "Do you like my landing strip? I thought it was appropriate."
 
   "Get it over here. I've got an incoming flight."
 
   "You don't even know what my terms would be, but you won't listen. You just can't stand letting any woman lay down the rules for you, Petruska."
 
   "You're supposed to be wearing panties," he muttered thickly.
 
   "Tsk, tsk." She hitched her skirt a little higher, quite casually. "Aren't I bad? You see, I'd never make a good slave." Bry could almost feel the heat of his fierce stare targeted between her thighs. She was wet already, enjoying herself, changing his rules. "If you're going to sit there jerking off, you won't mind if I please myself."
 
   The knob of his cock was dark red and shining with cum. His heavy balls hung there, full and waiting. She could still taste them on her tongue. "Go ahead," he grunted. 
 
   Bry's pulse skipped. He was going to try and resist? Too funny.
 
   She took a clean teaspoon from the tray, moved her skirt all the way up to her hips and tapped the cool metal against her pussy lips. His eyes widened and she saw him swallow. With the teaspoon she paddled herself lightly, squirming in the butter-soft leather seat, listening to her own breath as it shortened and quickened. The sensation of the cold spoon on her heated flesh brought her up a very fast hill and then she slowed, pausing to rub the bowl of the spoon up and down her labia.
 
   Ben had stopped pulling on his cock. His hands went back to the chair arms, as if he was determined to hold back.
 
   She began to spank her cunt faster and a little harder with spoon, chasing herself back up that naughty hill. The teaspoon fell to the carpet and she used her fingers, rubbing frantically.
 
   He was on the floor two seconds later, eating her pussy through her splayed fingers, thrusting her thighs apart with his strong hands. 
 
   "Ouch."
 
   "Hmmm." He devoured her roughly and she came with a low squeal, partly in anguish that she couldn't hold off. His eager, talented mouth forced it out of her. 
 
   When she opened her eyes, she caught the steward peeking around his curtain, getting an eye full and then the handsome co-pilot's face appeared too. She hoped to god someone was still flying the plane.
 
    
 
   * * * *
 
    
 
   She straddled his lap, her breasts knocking into his face, her ass bouncing in his cupped hands. The seat belt light flashed on but this ride was already bumpy. He doubted they'd notice if it stalled midair.
 
   The friction of her tight hot body on his condom-coated rod was surely enough to cause sparks, but he didn't want it to stop. He pushed upward, spearing her each time she came down, claiming her over and over.
 
   He'd make certain she signed that contract, because he wanted this on a more official footing. She needn't imagine he'd let her win the upper hand, because he knew exactly what he wanted—no more and no less. If she was thinking about marriage she was on the wrong man's cock, because there was no way in hell he'd ever succumb to that evil little constitution. He didn't want the permanent responsibility and he didn't trust anyone enough to let them fully into his life. It was always best to set boundaries, keep it moving. He didn't fall into traps; he made them.
 
   Spanking her ass, he closed his lips over the nearest primed nipple and wiggled his tongue around it. Thought she could pretend an orgasm, huh? Not likely. He knew a real one when he felt it, and her entire body trembled when she hit that peak. The co-pilot and the steward were enjoying the show and that seemed to increase her pleasure. Apparently he had an exhibitionist on his hands.
 
   "Naughty Ms. Mulligan," he whispered, pressing his lips to her other nipple. "I thought you were shy."
 
   "I am," she panted. "I don't know what came over me."
 
   Neither did he. But he knew what was coming inside her. All weekend.
 
   

 
   

Chapter Nine
 
    
 
   The sky was an incredible turquoise blue and the air surrounded her shoulders in a warm cotton-soft shrug. After the dreary weather they left behind in New York, stepping off the plane and into bright sun was like landing on the moon. It took her a moment to adjust to the heat and then they were in a limousine, gliding along in air-conditioned comfort. 
 
   Ben was suddenly all business, talking rapidly on his cell, passing her notes to read for the meeting. 
 
   "It wouldn't occur to you to send these to me ahead of time," she exclaimed.
 
   He covered his phone with one hand. "I didn't know you were joining me until three hours ago, did I?"
 
   She scowled, slipped on her glasses, and dove in to the papers. Of course they might have discussed this on the plane, but they were otherwise occupied. Nervous suddenly, she fumbled over her blouse buttons. Hopefully the people they met with wouldn't sense anything out of place. 
 
   As the limo rolled into a circular driveway, bordered by tall palms, a porter was waiting to take their luggage. He greeted Ben with a wide smile.
 
   "Mr. P, sir! Nice to have you back."
 
   Ben shook his hand warmly. "Good to be back, Joe. How are the kids?"
 
   So he remembered the porter's name. Bry was impressed. 
 
   "They're doing fine, Mr. P. Just fine. How've you been? Lookin' good, sir." The porter glanced at Bry.
 
   "Joe, this is Ms. Mulligan. My accountant."
 
   "Really?" The man took her hand and shook it. "Brains and beauty."
 
   She laughed. "I don't know about that. Nice to meet you, Joe."
 
   "Well, it all adds up now, sir. It all adds up."
 
   "Very funny, Joe." Ben gave him a large tip and steered Bryony through the rotating doors into the cool hotel lobby.
 
   "What adds up?" she demanded.
 
   "It was a joke about you being an accountant."
 
   "There was more to it than that." The porter had a wily grin and a very wicked spark in his eyes. He'd been altogether too amused at his own joke—even more amused at Ben's hasty reply.
 
   At the check-in she discovered he'd only booked one room. It hadn't occurred to her that she wouldn't have her own.
 
   "Don't worry. It's a suite," he told her calmly. "Plenty of space."
 
   "And only one bed?"
 
   "Of course."
 
   "Do you usually share a bed with your accountant?" she whispered as they stepped into the elevator. 
 
   "No." He looked at her, his face unusually solemn. "You're a first."
 
   Well, that was something, she supposed.
 
   Ben was right about the size of the suite. In fact he'd understated. It was three rooms divided by white, louvered pocket doors. One long balcony ran the length of the suite, overlooking endless azure ocean, a curved, pearly-sand beach and a clear, pristine sky. She walked out immediately to feel the sun on her face and that warm, gentle breeze on her legs. "Have I died and gone to heaven?"
 
   He was behind her, one hand on her ass. "That's what I thought when you took my cock in your mouth today."
 
   "Ha ha."
 
   "Truthfully."
 
   Bry glanced at him over her shoulder. This man had suffered the hots for her, according to his cousin Carl, for years. She still didn't know whether to believe it. Why wouldn't he have said something? He was a great believer in being straight-forward and honest. Yet if Carl was right, he'd hidden his feelings from her. That would suggest he wasn't quite as ballsy as he looked and acted. "Aren't we supposed to be in professional mode now?" she asked. "What time is the meeting?"
 
   He checked his wristwatch. "In fifteen minutes."
 
   "So..."
 
   "Time enough for a kiss, Mulligan. Before you go over the numbers with me again."
 
   Surprised that was all he had in mind, she said nothing, just let him kiss her. The ocean breeze ruffled her hair, stroked her legs and rippled the sleeves of her blouse. His kiss did the same to her insides.
 
   Ben Petruska was a very, very good kisser.
 
   She raised her hands to his shoulders and kissed him back, sliding her tongue against his, arching her body, tangling her fingers in his hair. 
 
   As their lips finally parted hers felt bruised, swollen. His hand patted her ass and he cleared his throat. "Lets get to work, Ms. Mulligan." 
 
    
 
   * * * *
 
    
 
   The meeting lasted all morning, but she barely noticed the time. It was fascinating watching Ben do what he did best. Well...the second thing he did best. He charmed and joked and demanded attention, very much in control the moment he walked in and sat down. He wanted that property and he meant to get it—at his price and despite the red-tape of bureaucracy. There wasn't much for Bry to do, but sit there and back him up once or twice when he asked for figures. Fortunately she was efficient at picking up facts and could memorize a page of numbers after a few brief scans. Never had that skill stood her in such good stead.
 
   She actually managed to look as if she'd worked for Petruska Industries longer than a few hours. And her mind didn't wander too much, even when he moved his hand under the table and laid it over her thigh for a quick squeeze.
 
   When the meeting adjourned, she knew he had a few others lined up, but apparently he didn't require her for those. 
 
   "Go get some lunch," he whispered as she powered down her laptop. "Sit by the pool. Get some sun. Enjoy the rest of the day."
 
   "Oh." She thought he'd said it wasn't that kind of trip.
 
   "I'll join you later."
 
   Thus he disappeared into another room, shooting her a quick smile and a "thank-you" under his breath.
 
   Released from duty—however much she'd enjoyed herself at the meeting—Bry dashed happily to the suite for a shower and a change of clothes. She slipped on a sundress, floppy hat and espadrilles. Since she'd forgotten sunscreen, she had to stop at the store in the lobby and there she was tempted by a sight that would once have terrified her. A rack of swimsuits. It was years since she'd worn a bikini. Fat girls stuck to one piece suits, preferably with thigh coverage, and a large, matching sarong. If they were forced into swimwear and couldn't get out of it. 
 
   But the new Bryony 2.0 was ready for anything.
 
   Other women with not-so-perfect bodies were unafraid at the prospect of donning sparkly, sequined bikinis. Why shouldn't she? Besides, Ben liked her body—he'd complimented every inch of her, several times over. So she grabbed a ruffled blue bikini and bought it. There. Done. Her dimpled ass was just as entitled to feeling a little sun as anyone else's toned butt.
 
   She changed in the lobby bathroom and put the sundress back on over her two piece suit. Heart pounding, she walked out to the pool, took a big fluffy towel from the attendant on duty and settled on a lounge chair by the deep end. It seemed appropriate.
 
    There were only a few stray folk around the pool and after a very short time she felt ready to slip out of her sundress. Nothing happened. The sky did not darken with a thunder storm. No one collapsed in peels of laughter. Her pale, brazen thighs shimmered with sun lotion and her old pal, the stomach roll, jiggled as she took a breath of that sweet, hot air. Good. 
 
   Even when a tall, skinny person with hip bones walked by, Bryony managed a smile and a cheerful "hi". The skinny person did not have Ben Petruska panting after her, did she? Poor, tiny thing.
 
   What had come over her? Where had all the shyness gone?
 
   She'd lost it somewhere over the Atlantic at around 30,000 feet.
 
    
 
   * * * *
 
    
 
   He found her by the pool, fast asleep on her stomach with an ass and back that was looking decidedly lobster-like.
 
   "Hey, Bry! I told you to get some sun. Not sunburn." He pressed his iced glass on her back and she woke with a start. He laughed. "How long have you been out here? Where's your sunscreen."
 
   She hitched up on her elbows. "Fuck! What happened?"
 
   "Looks like you took a siesta. Here," he passed her another glass. "Mudslide. Although maybe you should have some water instead."
 
   "No. I'm fine." she sat up, looking pained. Her nose was pink too but not so bad. She pushed her sunglasses up onto her head and squinted, taking a long sip of the creamy cocktail. "That's better! How did the meetings go?"
 
   "Great." He perched on the next lounger. "Thanks for your help this morning."
 
   "What did I do?" she snorted. "I lazed about here all day."
 
   "Nah. You have no idea how great it was to have you with me." That sounded kinda lame, but it came out before he could re-word it. Maybe it was the bikini she wore. Mulligan and her hot body had been on his mind constantly that afternoon and now he found himself gazing at her again like a lecherous schoolboy. He sipped his frosty cocktail. "Don't suppose you had a chance to sign that contract yet."
 
   She laughed softly. "Nope."
 
   "Undecided still about the job?" Ben leaned over and wiped her pouting mouth with his paper napkin. "Mudslide on your lips."
 
   "Oh."
 
   "I thought you'd have a chance to make up your mind sitting out here," he waved his arm toward the shimmering pool. "How can you turn the position down now you know what I' m offering?"
 
   "Hmm. I must say, it would have its perks."
 
   He reached in his shorts pocket and drew out a small box. "Here."
 
   She put down her glass. "What is it?"
 
   "If you open it, you'll find out, won't you?"
 
   It took her a minute. She sat up, fussing with her towel. Finally she took the box and opened it to find the pearl and ribbon thong nestled on a satin lining.
 
   "Wear it tonight," he said, leaning over to plant a kiss on her forehead. "We're having dinner on the balcony and then I'll have another try at winning you over."
 
   He was running out of time. On Monday afternoon they'd be back in New York and she could slip away again. If he didn't get her to agree to his terms now, he probably never would. Bryony Mulligan just had to be his plaything. His exclusive plaything. His personal resort spa. So what was wrong with that? He could give her anything she wanted in return. Almost anything.
 
   She was holding the pearls up, dangling them from her fingers. "You think this is going to fit me?"
 
   "Oh, yes." He grinned. And he would be diving for those pearls real soon.
 
   Replacing her sunglasses she drank her frozen drink, the thong back in its box, no further comment made. Ben ran a finger over her thigh to her knee, circled it and swept down over her shin to her ankle. Couldn't stop touching her. She had great legs and they were satiny smooth. 
 
   "You didn't tell anyone you were coming here with me, did you?"
 
   "God, no." She shivered and he wasn't sure it was from the ice in her drink, or out of revulsion at the thought of letting her friends and relatives know about him.
 
   "Am I that bad?"
 
   She chuckled. "You know you are, Petruska. You're very bad for me." He couldn't see her eyes now as they hid behind shaded lenses. "Like all mothers, mine wants me to find a regular, steady guy. A nice guy who won't break my heart."
 
   He wouldn't know about "all mothers". His had walked out on them when he was a boy. From that day his grandmother took over as the driving female force in their household and she didn't talk about hearts. Yelena Petruskaya was a determined, intense, stoic woman who saw only practical reasons for finding a mate. Her grandson had suspected she didn't have a lot of time for romance. But like him, she knew what she wanted when she saw it. She knew what was right and what was good for her grandkids. Maybe he wasn't great for Bryony, but she felt good for him. For now. His selfishness wouldn't allow him to let her go just because he might not be the best thing that ever happened to her. Just because her family didn't approve.
 
   "Nice guys finish last," he said, closing a hand around her ankle.
 
   She tipped her head to one side. "What about nice girls?"
 
   "I've never known any."
 
   Her lips fell open. 
 
   "What's up? What's that look for? You know you're not one, right?"
 
   She set her empty glass down. "You're such a horse's ass, Petruska."
 
   "See? Nice girls wouldn't say things like that and they wouldn't fly off with me for a dirty weekend that they planned on no one finding out about."
 
   When the push came he wasn't prepared. He slid off the end of the lounge chair and right into the pool.
 
   Two seconds later she dove in after him, almost losing her bikini top in the process. It was too small for her. He approved. As long as she wore it only when she was with him, of course. He wrapped his arms around her waist and dragged her close for a kiss, squashing those lush boobs against his bare chest. There was no one else left in the pool area by then. It was late. Five or so. People were getting ready for dinner. No lifeguard on duty, no pool attendant left at the towel stand.
 
   Just the two of them.
 
   He slid his hand down the back of her bikini bottoms and the kiss deepened as they trod water together in the deep end. His finger slipped into her ass crack, felt the movement as her legs shifted back and forth with his.
 
   "I want you right now," he murmured, moving his kisses across her cheek to her ear. "Right here. Give me your pussy."
 
   He heard her draw a quick breath. "What if someone sees? Tons of windows and balconies overlook the pool."
 
   But her nipples poked his chest through her bikini top and he knew the thought aroused her. "Just like the plane," he said softly. "When we were watched. Didn't bother you then."
 
   "Right."
 
   "And we're in the water. They won't know for sure what they're seeing." He'd manipulated his shorts to free his erection and it pushed up at her crotch under the rippling surface, as she wrapped her legs around his hips. 
 
   "Are you always this primed?" she laughed.
 
   "Only around you." It was true. She would wear him out if he wasn't careful; if he didn't start pacing himself.
 
   She hugged him tighter, her arms around his neck, rubbing her mound on his shaft. Waves splattered against the side of the pool as he rocked her and then he tugged her bikini bottoms aside, just enough to give his cock access. Bry kissed his neck and he eased his excited crest between her labia.
 
   Swimming for the side, he pressed her back to the blue tile. Then, holding her waist, eased her fully down on his penis. She giggled, blowing in his ear. "That feels so good, Ben."
 
   He closed his eyes and moved his lower body under the water, fucking her slowly, deeply. Whenever he released her waist, she was pulled downward and speared further on his thrusting cock. She let go of his shoulders and spread her arms along the side of the pool. Ben leaned into her, pressing his mouth to the pulse at the side of her neck, nibbling and sucking. He pushed his finger back into her ass crack and heard her gasp. Her hips moved faster, fucking him as hard as he fucked her. The string tying one side off her bikini bottom had unraveled and now he felt her trimmed cunt rubbing on his pubic hairs. The water churned around them now, slapping up over the side of the pool. She was kidding herself if she thought anyone watching wouldn't know exactly what they were doing now.
 
   "You belong to me, Bryony," he groaned into her skin. No reply, just her shattered rasping breaths, when he used his finger in her ass, impaling both her holes at the same time. "I'm gonna come in you."
 
   "No," she mewled, but her hips still pushed at him, her pussy still squeezed his cock, not slowing down. Her head was back, eyes shut tight. "Oh, Christ," she whimpered. "Oh, shit!"
 
   "I'm gonna fill you up." He grunted. "Here it comes, baby." He ejaculated in a rush of heat, ramming his cock up inside her and she clenched on him like a vise, milking every drop of his seed.
 
    
 
    
 
   

 
   

Chapter Ten
 
    
 
   Room service set a candlelit table for them on the balcony of their suite. She tried not to think about the other women he must have brought there. If she worked really hard at it she could pretend this was all just for her. Bry didn't want to wake from the dream just yet.
 
   He was looking out over the beach, his arms resting on the stuccoed wall. When her heels clicked toward him over the tiled floor, he turned and looked at her. She knew she looked good in her black, short cocktail dress. It was the best item she'd ever bought, especially as it was uncrushable and could be packed in a bunched up knot in her suitcase, but still come out looking fresh. Her sunburn was feeling better now he'd given her a pat down with some aloe. It wasn't so bad and now, in the moon and candlelight, it even looked like the beginnings of a tan. 
 
   To finish her outfit she wore the scarlet Manolos he'd given her after their first night together. Ben's gaze traveled slowly down to them and a half smile bent his lips. Although it wasn't a full grin, it reached all the way up into those deep green pools that regarded her warmly, perhaps even a little wistfully.
 
   "You look beautiful, Ms. Mulligan."
 
   "Why thank you, Mr. Petruska."
 
   He held the chair for her and she sat.
 
   "So you got your business out of the way today. What happens tomorrow?"
 
   "We can take a drive if you like. Or have a picnic on the beach." He seemed mellow this evening, not his usual self. Maybe he was just tired.
 
   "Sounds great." She looked out over the ocean which was also calm tonight, shimmering gently under the stars, not a white crest in sight. "Wow. So weird to be here. Feels miles away from New York." She paused and then laughed at herself. "Which it is, of course." Must be anxious. She always talked too much and stupidly at times like these.
 
   Not that she'd had many times like these. There were few men she cared to impress enough to get nervous around.
 
   "Listen," he said suddenly, "about the pool..."
 
   She waited. He seemed to be having trouble, so she prompted, "The pool?"
 
   "If anything should happen, I'll help you out. I mean, with money."
 
   It took her a moment and then she realized. "You mean if I get pregnant?"
 
   He nodded. "I should have been more careful. You were right about that."
 
   Bry picked up her fork. "It was me too. We were both at fault. We both wanted it that way."
 
   A curious gleam lit his eyes when they sought hers through the tall candles. "I guess."
 
   Pause. "You're not too worried then?"
 
   "What's the point of worrying?" In fact it wasn't her most fertile time of the month. Not that she should be complacent about it, but really why fret over something that might not happen?
 
   "Earlier, on the plane, you said getting pregnant was the last thing you needed."
 
   "It is. I'm a single, working woman who has bills to pay and lives in a one bedroom apartment. But I wouldn't be the first to be stuck raising a child alone would I? If it happened, I'd have to deal with it." She reached for the bread. "Don't worry, I wouldn't come after you for anything."
 
   His dark eyebrows flew up. "Come after me?"
 
   "You wouldn't have to have anything to do with it. I'd manage."
 
   "It's my child. Of course I'll be there."
 
   The intensity in his face surprised her. "Whatever." She shrugged and continued her meal.
 
   "Whatever?" he exclaimed, banging his knee under the table. "I hope you don't think you'd keep my child from me."
 
   She squinted across the table. The candle flames wavered. "I assumed you wouldn't particularly care."
 
   Most of the color seemed to have drained out of his face.
 
   "But yes, naturally, if we had a child, you could see it if you wanted." Bry smiled to break the tension. "It's all hypothetical anyway. There is no child. Hopefully." She looked at his full plate of pasta. "Why don't you eat?"
 
   "I'm not hungry," he snapped.
 
   "What's wrong?"
 
   He turned his head, his mouth tight, his eyes glaring out over the horizon. 
 
   Bry rested her fork on the side of her plate. "I didn't mean—"
 
   "You thought I wouldn't give a shit. You really think I have no feelings, is that it? I suppose you believe all the crap that's written about me too—all the garbage your cousin says about me."
 
   "I never said that."
 
   "You  just inferred it. This morning you suggested I needed a medical certificate to prove I was free of disease."
 
   "I was pointing out to you that—"
 
   "For your information I have never not used a condom. Never. Until the other night with you. Do you think I run around fucking everything in sight and not caring about consequences? I don't know why you even came if my company is so fucking repulsive that you couldn't bear to let anyone know you were spending time with me and God forbid I get you pregnant." 
 
   "Benedick Petruska, you're acting like a petulant child. For pity's sake, I came here with you because..." She stopped. Her hands were clasped tight in her lap; her pulse was galloping, heading directly for a tall fence and she had no idea what was on the other side.
 
   Ben swung around to look at her again. "Why?" he demanded.
 
   She swallowed, drew back on her imaginary reins and said carefully, "Is it true that you've been attracted to me before...before all this?" Her fingernails were digging into her palms.
 
   His lashed flicked, his cheeks thinned. "Yes," he admitted finally, looking down, avoiding her gaze. "I wanted you for years."
 
   "But we've always fought, always quarreled."
 
   He nodded, eyes still hidden.
 
   Bry slowly unfurled her fingers. "Why didn't you tell me? What happened to straightforward honesty and communication?"
 
   At last he smiled sadly, sheepishly. One hand rubbed his brow and than slid down over his face. "I guess I don't know everything after all."
 
   "No one really does, Ben. In the interest of full disclosure, not even me."
 
   His eyelashes raised and she was pinned, stripped by his hungry gaze. "So why did you come here?"
 
   What was the point in coy aversion now? It wouldn't be fair to leave her mask on when his was down. "Because you're my crush, my fantasy—the man I always thought never looked at me except to find fault."
 
   The color gradually returned to his rugged face.
 
   "Suddenly I had your attention," she added, letting the words flow and feeling tremendous relief because of it. "I guess the short answer is...vanity."
 
   A lengthy pause followed. The candle flames stretched and trembled. Palm fronds rustled in the tickle of a breeze beyond their balcony and somewhere in the distance there was music.
 
   The Way You Look Tonight.
 
   Eventually he stood and took her hand, drawing her up to dance with him under the moonlight.
 
   "And I don't believe everything I read about you," she whispered. "Not anymore."
 
   "Ah." She felt his laughter rather than heard it, for he held her very tight and her head was buried in his firm, broad shoulder.
 
   "Except for the sexual deviancy," she added cheekily.
 
    
 
   * * * *
 
    
 
   "Deviancy? I'll show you deviancy, brat!" He tossed her back onto the bed, stripped off his shirt and stared down at her. Tumbled on the pastel bed sheets she was a sun-kissed vision in nothing but the pearl thong and the red shoes. Laughing, she reached for him and he covered her, licking the perfume she'd dabbed under her ear, his hands cupping her breasts, feeling the warm flesh pillow between his fingers, the taut nipples harden. The paler triangles left by her bikini prettily accentuated tits and pussy. His hand moved down between their bodies and tugged the pearl strand between her labia, letting the fattest pearl nestle at the crest where she was most sensitive. 
 
   Under him she spread her legs, bent them up, her heels on the bed.
 
   Ben slid his finger between the biggest pearl and her clit, but held it still, just pressing lightly to keep her on the boil.
 
   He licked her jaw and then her glossy lips, while she purred and lifted her hips and tried to move herself against his finger. His tongue delved between her lips for another kiss. Wanting to saturate his senses with Bryony's essence, he tasted, fondled, listened to every sigh. Never had it been like this for him—this need to keep a woman close, make her scream for him, come undone. She smelled of the sun and that spicy sweet perfume. Rive Gauche by Yves Saint Laurent. He knew what it was now, having seen the atomizer in the bathroom.
 
   "I'm soaking wet," she panted, as if he couldn't feel how that delicious pussy flowed, how her body dripped with passion.
 
   He circled her clit, first with his fingertip and then with the smooth pearl.
 
   She choked out his name, her nails digging into his back, combing through his hair as if she wanted to draw blood. He laved her nipples, back and forth, back and forth, teasing them occasionally with his eyelashes.
 
   Briefly his hand left her cunt to the pearl thong and his long fingers stroked her bent leg. He slithered back on the bed to kiss the inside of her knees and when he did so his cock rubbed on the sheet. Little silk pleats tickled his engorged shaft, just as they would once he was inside her body. The head throbbed mercilessly.
 
   Holding her knees apart with his hands he stared at her quivering pink pussy and the line of gleaming pearls that dripped over her neatly shaved vulva and down between her legs. 
 
   "Do you want to come now, Bryony?" he asked, watching her cunt tighten, the muscles of her inner thighs trying to pull her legs together. Her bottom rose off the bed and back down. The pearls jostled in their cozy niche. "Do you, Bryony?" he asked again, his voice husky, charged with raw need.
 
   "Yes," she moaned.
 
   "Ask me if you may." With one finger he pushed the fat bead deeper between her labia and he heard the exhale of a harsh breath between gritted teeth. He tugged the wet, sticky strand back out again and tapped it against her blossoming bud, then pulled it up so that it sank into the crack of her ass, made her hips lift again.
 
   "Yes," she cried out. "Yes. Please may I come, Ben?"
 
   He hitched forward to take in a hearty breath of her sexual fragrance and then he wound the pearl beads around his thumb, pulling the thong even tighter up into her crack. "Good girl. Here. Come for me, my love." With his pearl wrapped thumb pad he quickly diddled her clit until she jerked and the high heels of her red shoes rendered holes in the sheets.
 
   "That's the way to go," he hissed leaning closer so she would feel his breath on her sex. As she exploded, creaming on his fingers, he too spilled where he lay, making a further mess of those once fine sheets.
 
   They could add it to his bill, because he wasn't done yet. 
 
    
 
   * * * *
 
    
 
   Bry stroked the hair back from his forehead and felt the perspiration. "No one has ever done the things for me that you do."
 
   "Good." He kissed her lips. "And the feeling is mutual."
 
   Her heart pulsed feebly. With his weight on her it was hard to take a full breath but she was starting not to mind. Sheathed with a condom, his cock was once again housed inside her, and that incomparable feeling of bliss made her limbs soft and useless. Living in her own romance novel, she sincerely hoped she wasn't turning into one of those too-stupid-to-live heroines. He could and had promised her nothing more than this. She'd agreed to nothing more than this. 
 
   But it began to feel like so much more.
 
   The way he made love to her now was slow, gentle, but still possessive. Was there a part of her body he hadn't licked and kissed? She thought not. 
 
   Outside the glass sliding doors to the balcony, dawn light streaked across the sky like a spilled shot of Bailey's Irish Cream. They'd been awake most of the night, talking, kissing, holding one another. Forgotten the time, it seemed.
 
   This was their last full day in paradise. Tomorrow morning everything would be a rush and before they knew it they'd be back in the grey of New York.  
 
   Not wanting to think of that she gave herself up to the moments left, let herself fall further under his spell. 
 
   Once she got back to routine there would be time enough to shake her head in despair and call herself a fool. Right now she was enjoying it too much. 
 
    
 
   * * * *
 
    
 
   They spent a lazy day together, walking the beach and, in the afternoon, taking a taxi to Port Lucaya. Although it was a Sunday some stores and the straw markets were open. Everywhere they went he wanted to buy her things. She laughed.
 
   "I told you I'm not for sale, Petruska. Put your wallet away." But she let him give her an authentic Bahamian straw hat, and when he wasn't looking she bought him a little dog made of shells. It was a tacky souvenir but it reminded her of a beloved mutt he had when he was young. She smiled to think of it placed on one of his dust-free, clutter-free, impersonal glass shelves. Where the hell would he put it that wouldn't look out of place in that show room overlooking Central Park? It would stick out like a sore thumb and he'd certainly never be able to forget the trip. Each time he saw it, he'd think of her.
 
   Until, maybe one day, bits of shell would start to fall off it. He'd look at it and say, "Who the hell bought me that piece of trash?" Because all this was a faded memory.
 
   They ate dinner in a quaint bar back in the West End and Ben told her all about the area's prosperous history of bootlegging and rum-runners. Naturally he appreciated the entrepreneur spirit and the idea of "getting one over" on authority. He really hadn't changed that much in the sixteen years she'd known him. In many ways he was still the loud-mouth, curly-headed boy who thought he had something to prove and believed that as long as he achieved the end he wanted any means were viable.
 
   "I'm sorry we're leaving tomorrow," he said.
 
   "Yes."
 
   "So much more to see on the island."
 
   That wasn't quite what she'd been thinking, but she nodded.
 
   He hadn't raised the matter of that stupid contract all day or even talked about her working for him in an official capacity. As they walked back to the hotel she said, "You didn't really need an assistant here, did you?"
 
   Ben dug his hands in his trouser pockets. "It's hard to enjoy a beautiful place like this alone. If I can't share my good luck what's the point?"
 
   "Oh." She tried to stop herself asking the next question, but it was out in the soft, scented air before she knew it. "So you always have company when you travel?"
 
   He looked down at her. "Not like this. You're unique Bryony Mulligan."
 
   And she actually believed it. So she slid her arm through his and they walked on under the swaying palms.
 
   That evening they made love on their balcony, under the stars and then they took a bath together in the big, beautiful claw foot tub.   
 
   "I feel like I'm in an ad," she chuckled drowsily, "for jewelry, or life insurance... or erectile dysfunction medication."
 
   He laughed at that, leaning his head back against the porcelain. "Yeah, me too."
 
   Facing him, she lay between his legs, her hands running over the dark hair of his chest. "Thank you for all this."
 
   His eyes narrowed. "I always knew you wanted me for my body."
 
   "What else would I want you for, Petruska?"
 
   "I may not have your book smarts, but I have street savvy." Lifting a hand from the water, he tapped his forehead and left bubbles sliding down his face. "There's a lot more to me than you might think, Mulligan. You'll find out." He was looking smug. "One day."
 
   "But we've only got a few hours left." She drew a wet finger across his lips.
 
   He sighed. "Right."
 
   Oh. She'd expected him to say something about getting back to New York and seeing each other again. "One day" must simply be a figure of speech. Of course, she hadn't signed his damn contract, had she? This was just a dirty weekend because she refused to abide by his finicky rules. Well then, she'd better leave him with something more than a crappy shell dog to remember her by.
 
   She licked her way down his chest, took a deep breath, and descended under the bubbles to find his cock. It was resting at that moment, but she soon had it perking up again, arching tall, almost to his navel. He really was a magnificent specimen and Bry was very glad she'd got to find out the truth about Ben Petruska before they were both too old to enjoy it. Now she didn't have to fantasize anymore about what it might have been like.
 
   Funny, she mused, swallowing his bulging knob and sucking steadily, a few days ago she'd been quite certain that all she needed with him was the one night. Then it turned to a weekend. Now she wished it didn't have to end. But it did, because she would never become the brainless, submissive slave he wanted her to be. The occasional game was ok, but Bryony would never give anyone complete control over her.
 
   A second thought followed this—she was really glad she had this skill of holding her breath under water for lengthy periods. She was once the under sixteen champion at underwater swimming in the Brooklyn Sunset Park Pool. Something he, no doubt, didn't know about her. But he was clearly impressed by her lung-capacity now.
 
    
 
   * * * *
 
    
 
   Next morning a wake-up call from the front desk pierced her dreams and she rolled over to find herself alone in bed. 
 
   Beside her, on the pillow, was her copy of the contract which she'd printed out and brought along with her just to tease him about the terms.
 
   He had drawn a line through the page and written two words in red ink along the top.
 
    
 
    
 
   

 
   

Chapter Eleven
 
    
 
   They were late to the airport, but since it was his private jet they got away with it. Who was going to admonish Benedick Petruska? Even she couldn't do it when he sprang things on her.
 
   "The perks of filthy lucre," she muttered.
 
   "One of them." He grinned and winked.
 
   Bry buckled up and looked out the glorious blue sky they were leaving behind. It made her want to cry and she wasn't usually the sentimental sort. 
 
   Across from her Ben was on the phone, absorbed in his conversation. Suddenly he reached down, took off his shoe and tipped out a whisper of sand. When he looked up and caught her smiling, he did too. That was the beauty of a good holiday by the sea. They'd be finding sand in odd places for a while.
 
   The steward brought her a glass of orange juice and she drank it down in a few gulps. Hadn't realized how thirsty she was, but there had been no time even for coffee. Only as the drink hit her with a little slap did she realize it wasn't straight juice but a mimosa. Her head was already spinning enough and now she was slightly tipsy too.
 
   Oh well, it wasn't every day this sort of thing happened to a girl.
 
   She glanced down at her finger and the enormous diamond twinkling up at her. In the words of Jane Russell in Gentlemen Prefer Blondes, it looked like it "oughta have a highball around it". 
 
   Christ on a cracker, what had she done?
 
   This was going to take some explaining.
 
    
 
   * * * *
 
    
 
   In New York his lawyer was waiting to go over a few things. Ben was prepared. He knew what he'd hear about pre-nups and all that crap. Like he cared.
 
   "I have to go." He kissed Bryony on the lips. "You take my car to work."
 
   "Ok. You sure?"
 
   Just what she'd said to him five hours ago when she ran down to meet him on that white sand beach, barefoot and in her sundress.
 
   "Never been so sure of anything in my life," he'd told her.
 
   It cost him a bit to make all the last-minute—very last-minute—arrangements for a hasty service, but he knew he couldn't do anything else. 
 
   He simply couldn't lose her, couldn't go back to New York and say goodbye. He wanted Bryony at his side and whatever he had to do, he'd do it. Maybe she would have preferred a big cathedral, ivory satin and fifteen bridesmaids, but she didn't complain about the impromptu vows. She was shocked though, as if she hadn't guessed how much he was in love with her.
 
   Now, standing in the rain on a grimy New York pavement, that ocean-side wedding seemed like a pleasant dream, but she was still there. Beside him. 
 
   As she turned to get in his car, he tugged her back by one hand and kissed her again. "I love you, Mrs. Petruska."
 
   "Don't get all mushy on me."
 
   He laughed. "Ok, brat. I'll see you later."
 
   "Now have a good day at work. Play nice with the other kids."
 
   "Can I have cookies when I get home?"
 
   His wife reached around and slapped him on the ass. "You'll get your cookies, Petruska."
 
   The lawyer was watching him with a confused look on his face. No one had seen Ben in love before, of course. They'd have to adjust to it. As he had. Eventually.
 
    
 
   * * * *
 
    
 
   "You got some color this weekend. Did you go away?" Sandy was drooped over her desk, head hanging in a cup of herbal tea—the usual Monday doldrums. 
 
   "Er. Yeah."
 
   "Nice. Adam Rostrop was looking for you this morning."
 
   "Ah, I forgot to tell him I was coming in late today." Better get this over with. "Is he around now?"
 
   "Nah, he went out for a long lunch."
 
   Relieved, Bryony walked into her office and sat. The world hadn't stopped turning yet. It still felt as if she was thousands of feet in the air. Every time she moved her hand she was conscious of that massive diamond ring. Probably ought to take it off until they'd broken the news. Her stomach cramped when she thought of telling her parents and Helena that she'd just gone away for the weekend and gotten married.
 
   An email popped up on her laptop. From Ben.
 
   She opened it and then sat staring like a dope at a photo of the two of them on the beach. The newlyweds. He looked gorgeous of course. She looked slightly stunned and half asleep. As she had been.
 
   Reaching into her briefcase she took out the folded contract and looked again at the two words he'd penned in red ink across the first page. 
 
   Marry Me.
 
   And so she had, just like that. Like Alice eating the cake that said "eat me".
 
   Benedick Petruska, perennial bachelor, was no more.
 
   He'd planned his sexy web to trap her, but in the end she caught him.
 
   She looked again at the photo he'd sent and realized he looked happy. He was holding her hand tightly. Who exactly had caught who?
 
   She hit "reply" and typed.
 
   I love you. Numbnuts.
 
   Bryony had just pressed send, when her office door opened without warning and Helena swept in like an angry nor-easter. "Thank God you're in. I need your help tonight. Ben Petruska has invited us to some dreadful party in a seedy bar in Brooklyn, of all places. I don't want to go, but Carl already accepted. Of course he never says no to that wretched man. You have to come with me. I can't stand those places—beer bellies and greasy food." She gave a delicate shudder. "There'll probably be a dart board too and...and...skittles. I feel sick at the thought. Do come. You can't possibly have anything else to do on a Monday night."
 
   Her cousin had barely looked at her as she talked. It seemed she hadn't even noticed Bryony was away all weekend. "Sure. I'll come." She smiled. "We'll have fun."
 
   "Fun?" she exclaimed, as if it was an outrageous suggestion. "If Carl wasn't being such a sulky rat about going, I'd stay home."
 
   "But you might regret it later. If you miss it."
 
   "Why? What could I possibly miss in Brooklyn?"
 
   Bryony slid her hands under the desk out of sight. "Oh, you never know. You might be surprised." Gotta hand it to Numbnuts; he loved his surprises.
 
    
 
   * * * *
 
    
 
   He took the little shell dog carefully out of its box and set it on his office desk, by his phone.
 
   "What the hell is that?" his lawyer snapped, sitting heavily.
 
   "A present." It was a rarity. Few women in his life had ever bought him gifts. "Reminds me of my old dog. Remember, Roly?"
 
   "Oh, right. That stinky stray mutt you took in. Didn't he eat out of garbage cans and run after all the bitches in the neighborhood?"
 
   "Yep," he said proudly. "That was Roly."
 
   "Forgot about that damn dog."
 
   But she hadn't.
 
   A new email popped up on his laptop. From Bryony.
 
   He opened it and read those four words from his wife.
 
   "What are you smiling at, Petruska?" his lawyer demanded, snapping open his briefcase. "You've just signed your life over to a woman when you said that would never happen. What are you? Pussy whipped?" 
 
   "That's precisely why I am smiling."
 
   He thought of his grandmother shaking her finger at him. Snap her up now. She's a fine, strong, healthy girl. Not one of these dirty girls you like.
 
   Oh, grandma, you have no idea how fine and dirty she is.
 
    
 
   * * * *
 
    
 
   They walked into the bar together.
 
   "Are you sure you're ready for this?" she asked, clutching his coat sleeve.
 
   "No," he admitted frankly. "I can already hear your family's complaints. They'll probably try to have you committed."
 
   She chuckled. "True."
 
   A naughty twinkle made his eyes bright suddenly in the muted light of the old-fashioned bar. "Are you wearing that pearl thong, Mrs. Petruska?"
 
   Bryony put her chin in the air. "That's for me to know and you to find out."
 
   "Meet me in that bathroom in ten."
 
   "Oh sure, we'll drop the bombshell and just sneak off for a quickie."
 
   "Sounds good to me."He leaned down for a kiss. "C'mon, let's do it. It's time they knew the truth about Numbnuts and Chubbs."
 
   As she walked forward, her arm in his, the satiny pearls of his thong rubbed on her pussy lips and started the pulse that would soon render her body a quivering, needy vessel and make it impossible to speak without descending into a breathy whisper. She might have to leave the speeches to Ben.
 
   Tugging on his sleeve, she pulled him down again to whisper in his ear. "Let's make it five minutes."
 
   His playful eyebrow wriggled and then arched, pretending to be all sensible. "Anything you say, Mrs. P. I am at your command."
 
   About time too, Bryony thought with a contented smile.
 
    
 
   The End
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