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   CHAPTER ONE
 
   In a normal world, when your boyfriend dumps you, you curse a little, cry a lot and eat a ton of ice cream. Then you go about your life and never have to see him again. Starting the day after William ended our relationship, we spent our days avoiding looking at each other over conference room tables and communicating through third parties whenever possible. After four weeks of no eye contact and avoiding being alone together, I was on the verge of screaming or quitting. Or maybe both.
 
   I was in a particularly bitter mood during a meeting that happened to be taking place on Valentine’s Day. Our CFO, Steve, was going over some financial concerns, but I barely heard him. I kept my eyes focused on the paperwork in front of me. William was leaning back in the chair across the table, flipping through a financial report.
 
   “Are these numbers accurate?” he asked Steve, stabbing a long finger at the paper.
 
   My face grew hot as I thought for too long about that finger and all the places it had been, both on and in my body. When I finally allowed myself to glance up, I caught William watching me. He looked away immediately, but the damage was already done.
 
   “Those numbers would be much higher if you would stop turning away potential clients, Connor.” Steve was still angry that William had refused to represent a philandering abuser who happened to be a Senator.
 
   “Well, Steve, you’ll be happy with the prospect that is coming in tomorrow.” William rolled up his paperwork and tapped the table with it. “We’ve got a Major League baseball player coming in that is being accused of doping. Apparently he’s part of a larger group. Could be a windfall for us.”
 
   “Good. I hope they’re all guilty.” Steve wasn’t trying to be an asshole. We all knew that guilty people were willing to pay more.
 
   “Olivia, do you have the Henderson file ready?” William’s voice was distinctly more guarded when he addressed me.
 
   “It’s ready. I’ll drop it by your office later.” I really didn’t want to stop by William’s office but I didn’t have much choice.
 
   “Sooner would be preferred over later,” he snapped.
 
   I rolled my eyes. “Whatever, William.”
 
   I heard everyone in the room suck in a breath. No one talked to William Connor like that. Frankly, no one at Gravity even called him William. I knew that he was glaring at me but I refused to look at him.
 
   “We’re done here.” William rose smoothly to his feet.
 
   I stayed in my seat long after he had gone. On his way out of the room, Dan turned to me. “Connor’s just in a bad mood because of the lawsuit. Try not to let it get to you.”
 
   “Lawsuit?” My head snapped up.
 
   Dan looked surprised. “I assumed you knew. I thought you and Tara were friends.”
 
   “We were, until she got fired. She sort of blamed me for that.” It had been a couple of months since William had let her go. She had found out about our relationship and accused me of being responsible her departure.
 
   “Well, now she’s suing for wrongful termination. She claims that Connor was sleeping with somebody at Gravity and that she found out about it so he fired her.” Dan shrugged. “Sounds like a crazy soap opera if you ask me.”
 
   Something clicked in the back of my brain. “When did the lawsuit get filed?”
 
   “About a month ago, I think.” Dan noticed that I had gone pale. “Don’t worry, Harris. I’m sure it won’t amount to anything. Our jobs are secure.”
 
   My job was the last thing on my mind. Everything made sense now. I hurried back to my office and grabbed the stack of papers for the Henderson case. William had requested it now, so I was going to deliver.
 
   He was sitting at his desk when I stormed into the room and slammed his office door shut. I dropped the papers onto his desk with a loud thud.
 
   “Here’s the damn file,” I said, one hand on my hip.
 
   William started riffling through the papers I had just deposited. “You can’t talk to me like this, Olivia. You might be mad at me personally, but you have to be professional in the office.”
 
   “For fuck sake, William.” I was trying so hard to get a reaction from him- any reaction. But William had mastered the art of remaining cool.
 
   “I mean it. If you’re going to throw a hissy fit, just go home.” William started making notes on one of the court documents.
 
   I grabbed his pen out of his hand and said, “Why didn’t you tell me that Tara is suing you?”
 
   He reached for another pen and resumed his note taking. “I was advised by my lawyer not to discuss it with anyone who works at Gravity.” 
 
   I had known William long enough and observed him closely enough to know when he was on the edge of losing control. He was seconds away. “Look at me, William. Please.”
 
   At first, I didn’t think it had worked. He kept his head down for a long time. But then he very slowly set his pen on the desk and lifted his eyes. His beautiful, blue eyes looked so tired and sad.
 
   “Why didn’t you tell me, William?” I ached to hold him, or even just to touch him.
 
   “I was trying to protect you.” He let out a breath. “I wanted to keep you out of this mess.”
 
   “That’s why you ended things.” I remembered standing in that very office when William said it was over.
 
   William got up and walked over to the window. His office had an amazing view of the city and Lake Michigan. It was the tallest building around so the view was unobstructed. “I tried. I sent you away, thinking that would be the end of it. But I couldn’t stand the idea that I had hurt you. And I couldn’t even begin to imagine my life without you in it.”
 
   “That’s why you came to my place that night.” My voice sounded very small. After William had broken up with me, I had turned to an old friend for comfort and eventually more. Though we had stopped just shy of crossing the line, William had shown up at exactly the wrong time.
 
   “I wanted you back. I had only just sent you away, but I already wanted you back.” William leaned his head against the clear glass. “I needed you to be mine again, Livy.”
 
   “You never lost me. I was always yours.” I was still his. “What you saw that night, it wasn’t what it looked like. I didn’t sleep with Thomas.”
 
   “You don’t have to explain it. I had ended it. You had every right to move on.” William straightened when he sensed me moving closer to him. 
 
   “But I didn’t move on, William. I still haven’t moved on.” I was close enough that I could touch him, but I refrained. “You’re all I think about. Every day, all day.”
 
   William turned around, looking tortured and irresistible at the same time. “She’s naming you in the lawsuit, Livy. Everyone is going to find out about us.”
 
   “I don’t care.” The words surprised me as much as William. My biggest fear since getting involved with William was that our relationship would become public. I was afraid of the judgment and the gossiping. Women who slept with their bosses tended to have very short careers. But given a choice between being with William and having a successful career, I would pick William every time. “Let them talk.”
 
   “Olivia.” William was trying not to look hopeful. I had said the exact thing he was dying to hear but was unwilling to allow himself to want me to say. “It could get ugly. I don’t want your entire career ruined over this.”
 
   “If that happens, I’ll just find another career.” I smiled at him. “I’m a woman with many skills, remember?”
 
    William allowed himself a small smile. “I remember. I remember everything, Livy.”
 
   “It doesn’t have to be just a memory,” I said. I moved my hand very slowly so that William would have time to stop me if he really wanted to. When I rested it lightly on his chest, he sighed.
 
   “You aren’t playing fair,” he said, inching forward. I felt his hand on my hip as his head lowered toward mine.
 
   “I’m not playing at all.” I could feel William’s heart beat faster against my hand. As he pressed his forehead against mine and I stared into his eyes, my pulse picked up as well. I was certain he wouldn’t be able to hold back much longer. But then he pushed me away and marched back to his desk. He slammed his hands down and leaned forward, his body heaving as he took several deep breaths.
 
   “We can’t.” His voice cracked. “We shouldn’t.”
 
   I couldn’t bring myself to look at him so I moved closer to the window, placing my hand on the cool glass. It was a surprisingly sunny day considering how cold it was outside. A flash of movement on the glass pulled me back inside the room. William was behind me now.
 
   “Why is it so hard to stay away from you?” he muttered. I found his reflection and our eyes locked.
 
   His hand settled at my side, a soft caress. I didn’t dare move. He found the hem of my shirt and slipped his hand inside. His skin was smooth as it passed across my stomach. I could feel his warm breath on the back of my neck.
 
   I sucked in a breath as his hand moved beneath the waistband of my skirt and underwear. He headed south quickly, twirling his fingers in my hair before moving on. My body was already beginning to pulse with anticipation. My breath hitched as his finger slipped between my lips. He waited for me to relax into his hand before he pushed himself inside. I bit hard on my lip to keep from moaning.
 
   “William.” His thumb circled over my clitoris and this time I couldn’t keep back the moan of pleasure. I tried again. “William, you said we shouldn’t do this.”
 
   “What the fuck do I know?” he growled into my ear. While his right hand continued its assault on my body, his left arm wrapped around my waist and pulled me against him. His lips grazed over my ear and then he caught my lobe between his teeth while he simultaneously thrust another finger inside me.
 
   I could feel his erection pressing against my lower back and I wanted it inside me. But given the circumstances, I could settle for his fingers. They were working their own special brand of magic, a hurried frenzy of activity inside me. In, out. Around. Faster and faster. He had me right on the edge of orgasm when we were interrupted by a loud banging on his office door.
 
   He jerked his hand from me and I gasped from the sudden departure. I sucked in hurried breaths and smoothed down my clothes with shaking hands. William had already retreated to his desk and picked up a file with the very hand that had just been inside me. “Come in,” he called in a faint voice. He sat quickly in his chair and placed the file strategically in his lap. I collapsed into a chair across from his desk just as the door opened. 
 
   “Sorry to interrupt.” I thought I heard a tone in Dan’s voice. He nodded at me and handed William a stack of papers. “You wanted me to let you know when we got the medical report.”
 
   “Yes. Thank you.” William glanced at the report. “Does this say exactly what I think it says?”
 
   “It does. Good news for us.” Dan grinned. “Now maybe Steve can stop being so cranky.”
 
   William offered a tight smile. “Steve never stops being cranky. That’s why I pay him the big bucks.”
 
   “Sure. Well, I’ll let you two get back to it then.”
 
   I flinched and glanced nervously at William. He kept his eyes on the medical report but I could tell that his hand was still shaking slightly.
 
   “Thanks, Dan. Let’s get a meeting on the books tomorrow to go over this in detail.”
 
   Dan exaggerated a salute. “Sure thing, Connor.”
 
   As the door closed behind Dan, the silence in the office was overwhelming. I could feel William watching me but I wasn’t ready to look at him. As it was, I was having a very hard time not throwing myself over his desk. 
 
   “I should go,” I said, wondering if my legs would be able to hold me up.
 
   “Yeah.” William didn’t sound convinced. I finally made eye contact and it was clear that he was conflicted. “Or maybe-”
 
   He didn’t get to finish his thought because his phone picked that moment to ring. After a long hesitation, he picked it up.
 
   “Connor.”
 
   I could tell right away that it was going to be a long call so I used the opportunity to make my getaway before it was too late. I knew from experience that once William Connor got me in his hooks, there was no escape. 
 
   My office was supposed to be a safe place- somewhere I could hide out until the storm settled. I needed some time to think and make sure I was ready for what might lie ahead. Choosing William would mean accepting that I might be saying goodbye to my current career. So when the Mark Deston called and asked to meet for lunch, my head wasn’t exactly in a good state.
 
   Mark was the CEO of Palmroil, one of our biggest clients. A few months earlier we had helped them save face after a nasty oil spill. I had worked closely with Mark, and he had been very appreciative. He suggested lunch as a way to say thank you and I was naïve enough to think it was that innocent.
 
   “Olivia, you did good work saving our ass,” Mark said after we had exchanged pleasantries and placed our lunch order. “We owe you.”
 
   “Nonsense. That’s my job, Mark.” I smiled when I thought about what William had said earlier. “That’s why they pay me the big bucks.”
 
   Mark returned my smile easily. He had a very nice smile. “Speaking of big bucks. We want you. I want you.”
 
   “I’m sorry?” I choked on my water and broke into a coughing fit.
 
   “I want to hire you.” Mark drummed his fingers on the table. “Don’t say anything yet. Just hear me out.”
 
   I couldn’t have interrupted even if my brain had been able to string together a coherent thought. My mouth literally couldn’t form words. I nodded that he should continue.
 
   “Whatever Connor is paying you, we’ll go 50 percent higher. The job would mean you would have to relocate to D.C., but the signing bonus we’ll pay you should more than cover expenses associated with that.” Mark reached for his water glass and I noticed the silver band on his ring finger for the first time. I had to admit, it would be nice to have a boss that was 100% off-limits. 
 
   “What exactly would I do at Palmroil?” I surprised myself with my question. Was I actually considering taking this job?
 
   “Consultant. Legal advisor. We can determine the title later but essentially you’ll work full-time saving our ass. We already know you’ll be good at it, so now you just need to decide if you’re ready to make the leap.” 
 
   The waitress brought our lunch and business talk was stifled for the time being. Not a lot of negotiating could happen between bites of food but after the bill had been paid, Mark raised the issue again.
 
   “I don’t need a yes right now, but I also won’t take a no. Take some time to think about it. This is a prestigious position and you are a young woman. This could really launch your career.” Mark and I shook hands. “I have to say, I expected you to not even let me finish making my offer.”
 
   “Why’s that?” I was surprised, too, actually.
 
   Mark thought for a second. “I’m not sure. I just picked up on some strong loyalty between you and Connor.” He chuckled. “I know he’s a big fan of yours. He’ll be pretty pissed if he finds out about this conversation.”
 
   “What Connor doesn’t know won’t hurt him,” I said with feigned gusto. In reality, my talk with Mark felt like the ultimate betrayal. Not because Mark had offered me a job, but because I was seriously considering taking it.
 
   When I returned to my office, the bouquet of flowers on my desk made everything that much worse. I knew from one glance at them that they were the work of William Connor. I stared at the white lilies and reached for the card with a shaking hand. The envelope said simply, “Olivia,” and the card inside was simple and to the point. 
 
   “Please say yes to dinner with me tomorrow night. All My Love, William.”
 
   
 
   
  
 

 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER TWO
 
   When I first met William, I tried to fight it. I tried to pretend that I was an independent woman that could do as I pleased. But very quickly I learned that I would save myself a lot of trouble if I just accepted the truth- I couldn’t say no to William Connor.
 
   It was the Friday after Valentine’s Day and the restaurant was crowded. But William knew how to exert his influence so I wasn’t surprised when the hostess led me to the best table in the place. William was already there, standing gracefully as I approached. He looked dashing in his dark suit. I was sucker for a man in suit. Scratch that. I was a sucker for this man.
 
   “Livy.” William’s smile was breathtaking. “You look amazing.”
 
   “Yeah, yeah.” I waved away his flattery. It wasn’t that I didn’t appreciate it, I just had a hard time accepting compliments. I smoothed down a few wrinkles in my skin-tight red dress and winked at him. “You look pretty damn hot yourself.”
 
   William laughed and kissed my cheek. “Thanks for agreeing to meet me for dinner.”
 
   “You know I can’t resist you.” No use denying the obvious. “Plus you know how I like a free meal.”
 
   “It’s the least I could do.” William pulled out my chair. “This is technically our first date.”
 
   I looked up in surprise. Now that he mentioned it, this was the first public outing for the two of us as a couple. “Wow, I guess you are right. At least it doesn’t matter now if I put out on the first date.”
 
   William laughed again. His laughter was one of my favorite sounds. “You have no idea how much I have missed you.”
 
   If it was anywhere close to as much as I missed him, then he had been going through hell. It would have been easy to forget the past and just focus on being with William in the present. I wanted to be with him, and we were together. But not everything could go unspoken. 
 
   “About what happened in my office,” William said. He reached for the glass of scotch in front of him and that was when I noticed that he had ordered one for me, too. “I crossed the line. I should never have done that.”
 
   “Because you were trying to stay away from me, or because it happened at work?” I hated that I couldn’t tell what William was thinking. Did he want to be with me, too? Was I imagining our rekindled romance? Maybe William had just been looking for a quick fix in his office and now he was regretting his slip.
 
   “Both, actually.” He twirled his scotch and took a drink. When he removed the glass from his lips, I recognized his teasing smile. “Don’t get me wrong, I’m not saying I regret it. Quite the opposite actually. But I shouldn’t have done it.”
 
   “I don’t want to play these games anymore, William.” I waited for him to look me in the eye. “I want to be with you. Plain and simple, that’s what I want. If you aren’t willing to commit to that, then we need to move on.”
 
   William reached across the table and took my hand. He laced our fingers together and said, “That’s all I want, Livy. You’re all I want, all I’ll ever want.”
 
   The waiter arrived to take our orders and the mood was effectively ruined. William politely sent him away. “What are you thinking?” he asked nervously.
 
   It wasn’t very often that William Connor sought someone else’s approval. Apparently, I wasn’t the only one completely flummoxed by our relationship. “I think I’m not hungry anymore.” I tilted my head and smiled slyly. “Not for food anyway.”
 
   “So…” William started to return my smile.
 
   “So it looks like you are getting out of buying me dinner yet again.” I gulped down the last swallow of my scotch. “Let’s go home.”
 
   “Home,” he agreed, and was on his feet in an instant. He pulled out my chair for me and threw some money on the table before helping me into my coat. His hands lingered on my shoulders and then he brushed my hair to one side and kissed my neck. “Your place is closer,” he said.
 
   “You want to go to my place?” I had never even invited William past my front door. His house was much nicer than my one-bedroom apartment. “I thought you wanted to go home?”
 
   “I do want to go home. Home is wherever you are.” It would have been a very sweet moment if William’s phone hadn’t started buzzing. He glanced at it and frowned. “Sorry, love, but I need to take this.”
 
   I was amazed at how smoothly he stopped being William and slipped into the role of Connor, Gravity’s CEO.
 
   “Hey, good to hear from you. Yeah, I spent some time on the files today, and my team has some ideas on how we can make this go away. Are you available to meet on Monday?” William frowned and squeezed my shoulder. “I’m actually at dinner right now.”
 
   I saw his face darken at whatever was being said. “Yeah, okay. I’ll stop by. See you soon.”
 
   “Excuse me?” I poked him in the stomach. “Who will you be seeing? I thought we had an agreement that we would be getting naked very soon.”
 
   “We will. I promise.” William kissed the tip of my nose. “That was our baseball player. He’s at a bar close by with his buddies and he wants to introduce us. We could really use these clients, Liv.”
 
   “Fine. I’ll keep it in my pants. For now.”
 
   If I hadn’t been so distracted by my lust for William, I may have given a little more thought to the situation. And if I had done that, I may have predicted what was about to happen. But I never saw it coming.
 
   I followed William into McClary’s Pub thinking only of one thing- leaving as quickly as possible. William headed straight to the bar while I excused myself to use the ladies’ room. The scotch from the restaurant had gone straight through me. By the time I found William, he was deep in conversation. His eyes were focused and his jaw clenched and unclenched as he listened to his companions. I recognized that look and knew that he was bothered by what they were saying.
 
   I didn’t want William to be upset, but I had to admit that he looked even hotter when he was brooding. I was so busy thinking about William’s hotness that I didn’t pay attention to the guys around him. It was only when I got a few feet away that I finally noticed them and stopped dead in my tracks.
 
   One of them noticed me and he flinched violently. William noticed his reaction and turned. “Livy,” he started to smile but then noticed my obvious distress. “What’s wrong?”
 
   The room started to spin. I opened my mouth a few times, but no noise came out. My skin began to burn as if I was on fire and I thought I might throw up. William grabbed my arm and asked me again what was wrong. I saw his lips move, but his voice sounded far away. My chest tightened and I couldn’t breathe. I shook my head several times and yanked my arm away. My legs were shaky as I ran for the door and I only just made it outside before I collapsed to the ground.
 
   “Olivia.” William knelt on the ground next to me, his hand on my back. “What is going on with you?”
 
   Now that I was outside, I was finally able to breathe again. I still felt weak and I wasn’t entirely sure I wouldn’t throw up, but at least now I could speak. William’s face was full of concern when I lifted my head. “Paul.” It was just one word, but it was all I had to say. He understood instantly.
 
   “P.J. Jackson is Paul?” His face grew hard and his eyes clouded over. “Your ex-boyfriend who almost killed you?”
 
   I felt nauseous again and rested my head on my knees. I don’t know how it never occurred to me that Paul might be one of the athletes involved in the drug scandal. It was a huge coincidence, sure, but my life was full of unseemly coincidences.
 
   “Olivia. I need you to focus.”
 
   I lifted my head again and William leaned very close. “Be very clear with me, Olivia. I’m about to go in there and beat the shit out of that man, so I need to know I understood you correctly. Are you saying that P.J. Jackson is actually the Paul that put you in the hospital?”
 
   “Yes. It’s him.”
 
   William’s eyes flashed and his hands clenched into fists. “Fuck,” he said. I could tell he was seconds away from rushing inside and connecting his fists with Paul’s face.
 
   “Don’t.” I grabbed one of his hands and waited for him to unclench it. He didn’t come around easily.
 
   “He deserves to pay for what he did to you, Livy.” William finally took my hand in his. “I mean, look at you. Look at what he’s still doing to you.”
 
   “I’m okay, William.” I tried to keep my voice strong and steady. Very carefully, William helped me to my feet. “It was just a shock, seeing him. But I really am okay.”
 
   William used one hand to brush my hair away from my face, while his other hand still clung to mine. Anger burned in his eyes, but it was tempered by a softness that he reserved only for me. “I don’t think I can just walk away.”
 
   “You can. I know you can.” I leaned into him until he wrapped his arms around me. His heart was still thudding violently but his breathing had become more regular. “Let’s go home, William.”
 
   “Liv!” Paul’s voice had the same impact as a bullet being fired from a gun. William’s arms tightened around me and his breathing escalated. “Liv, are you okay? I just want to talk.”
 
   “Go away, Paul.” I twisted in William’s arms enough to look Paul in the eye. If William hadn’t been there, I would never have been so bold. “I don’t want to talk to you.”
 
   “Liv. Please.” Paul had the nerve to smile at me. “It’s me. You know me. I’m not going to hurt you.”
 
   William released his grip on me and put himself between me and Paul. “I suggest you leave now while you still can.”
 
   “Easy, Connor. This has nothing to do with you. This is between me and Liv.” Paul looked at me over William’s shoulder. “I thought you didn’t like the jealous type?”
 
   “I don’t like the abusive type either, Paul.” I stepped out from behind William. While I appreciated him protecting me, I was finally ready to face Paul. “Go. Away. I have nothing else to say to you.”
 
   “I don’t believe you.” I recognized the look in Paul’s face and it made my chest tighten. “We were together four years, Liv. I made one mistake. One. Whatever happened to second chances?”
 
   “I don’t give second chances to people that try to kill me.” From the corner of my eye, I noticed that William had gone perfectly still.
 
   “That’s an exaggeration.” Paul scoffed. “You always were a drama queen.”
 
   “Well, I guess you taught me a lesson and I got what was coming to me.” I actually rolled my eyes. Paul didn’t scare me anymore. In fact, I pitied him. “You’re pathetic, Paul.”
 
   “Good luck, Connor.” Paul had turned back to William. “Maybe you’ll have better luck with the bitch.”
 
   The next ten seconds moved in slow motion. I saw William flinch, and he sprung forward without even a second of hesitation. His fist landed solidly against Paul’s jaw, and his head snapped back. The sickening crack signaled that his jaw had been broken. Paul clutched his face with both hands and let out a tortured scream. William seized the front of Paul’s shirt and twisted it, drawing him forward. Very calmly, he said, “I’m giving you a pass this time. The next time I see you, I kill you. Consider this your second chance.”
 
   William shoved Paul away and turned to me. “Let’s go home, Livy.”
 
   
 
   

 
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER THREE
 
   Thirty minute later, William and I were in my apartment, trying to forget about Paul. I watched William nervously as he meandered around my place, looking at pictures and pulling down books from their shelves. While William snooped, I poured us both a drink and wrapped some ice in a towel.
 
   “Get over here,” I said when I saw him reach for my high school yearbook. William debated his next step but ultimately met me in the kitchen. He reached for a glass with his good hand and took a grateful sip. “Give me your hand, Rocky.”
 
   The knuckles on his right hand were bruised and raw. I kissed each one and then placed the ice over them. “Totally worth it,” William said when he saw my pained expression. I didn’t like the idea of William hurting because of me. He kissed my forehead. “I love your place.”
 
   I looked around my small, but cozy, apartment. “It’s no Connor mansion or mountain house, but it’s home.”
 
   “It is,” William agreed. “Thank you for letting me in.”
 
   I wondered if William had intended the double meaning behind his words. I hadn’t just let him into my apartment- I was also letting him into my life. I had nothing left to hide.
 
   “I couldn’t very well leave you out in the cold after you defended my honor in such a manly way.” The scotch burned on the way down but it also warmed me. I look another sip. “That wasn’t exactly how I saw the night ending.”
 
   “Do you want to talk about it?” I could tell that William was trying his best not to look uncomfortable. He had made it clear exactly what he thought of Paul, and now he was trying to be sympathetic to my feelings. He was kind of perfect.
 
   “I’d rather not talk at all, actually.” I smiled. “I think we can use our mouths in more productive ways.”
 
   William chuckled. “Fair enough. I’m open to suggestions.”
 
   I look William’s glass and placed it next to mine. Then I threw the ice down as well and took his good hand, tugging him behind me as I led the way to the bedroom.  I stopped at the foot of the bed, and William’s hands came to a rest on my shoulders. He slipped down the straps of my dress and kissed the newly exposed skin, sending a sharp tingle through my body. I let out a long breath and felt my body relax beneath his touch.
 
   His touch was wonderful- the perfect blend of tenderness and strength. I never wanted anyone as much as I wanted William Connor right then. His hands moved to my back where they unzipped my dress. I shrugged it down my body and let it fall to the floor in a pile at my feet, exposing nothing but bare skin. I heard William suck in a breath.
 
   As I turned around, I had to force myself not to wrap my arms around me. No matter how many times I got naked in front of a man, I always felt ridiculous. But the way William was looking at me chased away my insecurities.
 
   “You are so perfect,” he said, his lips grazing lightly over mine, and then across my cheek and down my neck. His hands moved from my hips, up my sides until his thumbs circled over my breasts. Then his lips were back on my face and he started kissing me again and it felt like the most erotic act imaginable. His lips, his tongue, his hands- they were what I needed. He was what I needed.
 
   He let go of me only long enough to hurry out of his clothes. I rubbed my hands over his chest, kneading the tight muscles and trailing soft kisses across his skin. Suddenly, there was too much space between us and I pushed my body against his urgently. He responded, wrapping both arms around me, and I lifted my head for another kiss. I could feel every inch of him, warm against my skin. His penis pressed against my lower stomach, still docile for the time being. I stroked it with the very tips of my fingers and William growled against my lips.
 
   I circled my hand over him and stroked a steady rhythm while my lips moved over his body. William lifted me suddenly, holding me against him as he moved over to the bed. He lowered me down, keeping his body against mine. His lips started at my neck and traced a leisurely path over my breasts and down my stomach. Then he was kissing me down there, his tongue expertly stroking my clitoris. I let out a loud gasp and my hands squeezed the pillow behind my head.
 
   I could feel the familiar flush invading my body and the throbbing was getting stronger. As badly as my body wanted to unfurl, I was even more desperate for us to come together. I reached for William’s face and lifted his head. “Together,” I moaned, not able to form a complete thought. William understood and he shifted over. In my own frenzied state, I barely noticed him putting on the condom. I was barely aware of anything at all until his erection pressed against the sensitive area his tongue had just left.
 
   I used my hand to guide him in slowly. Once he was in up to the hilt, he steadied himself over me, staring deep into my eyes. When he kissed me, I could taste my own fluids on his lips. His face pulled away from mine, but the rest of him stayed deep inside me.
 
   “I love you, Olivia,” he said, his voice as soft as the blue in his eyes. “More than you’ll ever know.”
 
   I stroked his jaw line with my fingers and traced his lips. “I love you, too, William.”
 
   He couldn’t know how impossible that felt to me. I hadn’t known I was capable of love any more until I met William. But I had never been more certain of anything else in my life.
 
   William moved slowly, in and out. As his body moved over mine, I circled my hips beneath him, rising to meet him each time he returned. We had been together so many times, but it had never happened like this before. It had never been this slow, or gentle, or loving. I had never thought that lovemaking could be so passionate, and yet so tender. Until that moment, no one had ever caressed my face while looking deep in my eyes and whispered how amazing I was while moving gently inside me.
 
   We moved for each other, urging our bodies to work as one. I could feel my body vibrating as the waves of pleasure came faster and faster. William’s pace hurried and I knew he was close. I grabbed him and pulled him in even further, squeezing him inside me like I was drinking him in. His forehead pressed against mine, our eyes just an inch apart. The waves crashed inside of me and around him, urging William until he couldn’t resist any longer. Our bodies shuddered and jerked together, just the way I had wanted.
 
   As the aftershocks rippled through our bodies, William kissed me as sweetly as I had ever been kissed and pulled out of me gently. He rolled onto his back next to me and pulled me with him. I leaned over him, my hair trailing over his face as I kissed him softly on the lips, slowly grappling with the idea that this wonderful man was mine.
 
   “What’s wrong?” William asked as he brushed my hair out of my eyes.
 
   “Nothing.” But that wasn’t entirely true. “I’m sorry I’ve been so impossible.”
 
   William stroked my hair all the way down my back. “What do you mean? You haven’t been impossible.”
 
   “Yes, I have. I pushed you away so many times.” I sighed and pressed my cheek to his chest, calmed by the steady beating of his heart. “I just wasn’t ready yet.”
 
   “Ready for what?” William’s voice sounded hollow with my ear pressed to his chest.
 
   “For you, I guess.” I lifted my head and thought about how to explain it so that he could understand. “Before I met Paul, I believed in love. Even after losing my parents, I still believed that I would find love someday. I don’t know if I ever really loved Paul, but after what happened with him, I started second-guessing everything. I stopped believing in the possibility of love, and I hated him for that. I wanted to be able to believe again, but I didn’t think it would ever happen. And then you came along…”
 
   “And I rocked your world?” His lips curled into a dazzling smile and I nodded. That was putting it mildly, actually. “Welcome to the club, kid.”
 
   “Have you ever been in love?” As much as I didn’t like the idea of William being in love with someone else, I also didn’t like the idea of him being lonely. He deserved to be happy.
 
   “Besides right now? No.” William twirled my hair between his fingers. “After what happened to Chris, I had a hard time letting anyone into my life. I know how much it can hurt to lose someone you love, and I didn’t ever want to feel that way again.”
 
   “So how do you explain this?” I asked, grazing my fingers through his thin chest hair. 
 
   “I thought I told you earlier.” He tilted my chin up so that he could see my face. “You’re worth it. All the pain in the world couldn’t keep me away from you. I’ve got the swollen knuckles to prove it.”
 
   I kissed those knuckles and leaned into his hand when he cupped it around my cheek. “Are you really mine?” I whispered, still disbelieving.
 
   “Forever and always,” he said definitively. “You’re my home, Olivia. The only place I ever want to be.”
 
   William was my home, too. He was my family, my best friend, my everything. Now that I had William, nothing else in the world mattered. I just wanted to be with him, forever and always.
 
   It took us several hours and another round of orgasms before we drifted to sleep. When I woke up the next morning, the sheets next to me were empty. I rolled over, still half-asleep, and found William sitting on the edge of the bed. He had been watching me sleep and didn’t seem at all embarrassed to have been discovered. I drank in the sight of him, marveling at the fact that even in his wrinkled T-shirt and boxer briefs, he looked positively delicious. He leaned over to kiss me good morning and I noticed that his hair was damp.
 
   “You showered without me?” I pouted and stuck out my bottom lip. William caught it between his lips and nibbled it gently.
 
   “I need to go in to the office. We both know that when we shower together, not a lot of cleansing gets done.” William tapped my nose with his finger.
 
   I sighed. He had a point. “True story. Will you be working all day?”
 
   “Hopefully not.”
 
   “I suppose you would like your shirt back?” I started to remove his dress shirt, which I had pulled around me in the middle of the night when I got cold.
 
   William stopped me. “Leave it. In fact, stay right here. Don’t change anything. I’ll be back as soon as possible.”
 
   “I’ll keep the sheets warm for you.” I stretched lazily and William’s eyes traveled from my toes up to the hem of his shirt and he groaned. I winked and said very sweetly, “Hurry back, dear.”
 
   It took another ten minutes for us to say goodbye and once William was finally gone, I grew restless. Knowing William, he would be at the office longer than he said. He was a man that couldn’t leave a task unfinished. I didn’t want to spend my entire day in bed alone, so I took a shower and got dressed. Then I did two loads of laundry, scrubbed the floors and made lunch. William texted around 1:00 to say that he would be home soon. Two hours after that, I opened the door for him.
 
   William scooped me into his arms and buried his face in my neck, sucking in a deep breath. “I’m sorry I was gone so long.”
 
   “Don’t worry about. Now we’ll just have to make up for lost time.” I kissed him long and deep, melting in his arms. When he pulled away, he looked torn.
 
   “While I was at work, I got a call from Bob.”
 
   I tilted my head. “Your brother? Is everything okay?”
 
   I knew that William’s family wasn’t exactly close. They got together for the big holidays, but otherwise William stayed away from them as much as possible. I had met his brother a couple of times and he seemed decent enough. Apparently, he had an eccentric wife that refused to come around the Connor family. I wasn’t sure if that made her crazy or smart, especially considering how badly William’s mother had treated me.
 
   “His wife took off a few days ago. They had a fight as per usual and she left, only this time she never come home. I guess she’s never been gone this long and Bob is starting to worry. The kids are having a hard time and he’s starting to panic.” William ran a hand through his hair and I noticed how tired he looked. On top of the work trouble, he had to worry about his brother’s family now.
 
   “What can we do to help?” 
 
   “I told Bob I’d come over and watch the kids while he tries to track down Courtney,” William said. “You should stay here. You don’t need to be involved in this mess.”
 
   “It’s your family,” I said simply. “Family is supposed to be a mess. That’s the whole point of families. You’re my family now, William. Of course I’m coming with you.”
 
   William’s eyes softened and crinkled at the corners when he smiled. “Just when I think it isn’t possible, I fall even more in love with you.”
 
   “I am pretty amazing,” I agreed, kissing the tip of his nose. “Let’s go rescue Bob. You can prove your own amazingness to me later.”
 
   The best thing about William was that he was amazing in so many ways. Amazing in bed, yes, but even more amazing doing something simple like washing the dishes at his brother’s house.
 
   When we arrived at Bob’s house, it was in a state of disarray. William’s niece and nephew, Callie and Carter, were jumping on the couch in the living room and the floor was littered with toys. A closer look revealed that Carter’s shirt had stains all over it and Callie’s pants were on backward. Bob was in the kitchen, cleaning up a puddle of fruit punch. He looked up at us with wide, uncomprehending eyes.
 
   “I can’t do this anymore,” he said, shaking his head. His eyes were bloodshot and the amount of stubble on his face suggested that he hadn’t shaved in days. “I love my kids. I really do. But right now I can’t stand to be around them.”
 
   “We’re here to help, Bob. Whatever you need.” William stooped next to his brother and took the stack of red-stained paper towels from his hand. “I can get this. Go take a shower.”
 
   “I can’t. I need to make the kids their dinner.” Bob looked around the kitchen helplessly. “I don’t even know if we have any food in the fridge.”
 
   “I’ve got this.” Finally, I saw a way I could help. “You go shower, William will wrangle the kids and I’ll take care of dinner.”
 
   Bob opened his mouth to protest again but changed his mind. “A shower would be good. You’re sure?”
 
   “Absolutely.” I was already rummaging in the fridge.
 
   “The kids… they can be a handful.” Bob was unconvinced that William was up for the challenge of entertaining twin 3-year-olds.
 
   William shoved Bob toward the stairs. “Please. I’m bigger than them. And also, if they are really bad I’ll just tie them up.”
 
   Bob chuckled but then his face turned serious. “You’re kidding, right?”
 
   William slapped him on the back. “Go shower.”
 
   Bob Connor’s kitchen was just about as bleak as it can get barring an apocalypse. I found some frozen veggies in the back of the freezer and a box of macaroni and cheese. It was a less than inspired meal, but Carter and Callie cleaned their plates so I considered it a success. After dinner, William turned on the television for them and helped me clean up the kitchen. Bob was using the rare moment of calm to contact some of Courtney’s friends.
 
   “I don’t get how she could just take off like that. What about her kids?” I took the dish William handed me and began drying it with the only clean kitchen towel I had been able to find.
 
   “Courtney isn’t a typical mom. She’s not very good at putting her kids first.” William stuck his hands in the dishwater and came up with a dirty bowl. He had rolled up the sleeves of his blue dress shirt and his brow furrowed as he scrubbed away the dried cheese. It took all of my will-power not to lunge at him.
 
   “Well, I still don’t get it.” The kids had done nothing wrong. It was horribly irresponsible to punish them in such a selfish way.
 
   “Go ahead and tell her, Will.” Bob had reentered the room. He was wearing clean clothes and his face was freshly shaved, but he still looked tired and lost. “He’s being polite, but it’s not necessary. Courtney is a selfish bitch. Always has been, always will be.”
 
   I didn’t know what to say so I looked at William but he was concentrating on cleaning a fork. Bob continued, “She never wanted the kids. They were an accident. I suppose it wasn’t fair to expect her to magically change and become a parent overnight once they were born.”
 
   “Why is that unfair? You did.” William slammed a coffee mug onto the counter a little too hard and we all jumped. “I’m sorry.”
 
   “Don’t be.” Bob sighed. “I’m mad at her, too, Will. Pissed, even. But she’s still my wife and the mother of my kids. So I’ve got to do whatever I can to get her back.”
 
   “Just let us know how to help.” Now that I didn’t have an official task to complete, I was back to feeling helpless.
 
   “Will, can you help me check out a couple of places where she might have gone? She took the car when she left, so I could use a driver.” Bob seemed a little embarrassed to ask.
 
   “Sure.” William wiped his hands dry on the towel and turned to me. “Are you good with watching the kids while we’re out?”
 
   I nodded. “We’ll be fine. Go.”
 
   William dropped a kiss on my forehead on his way out of the room. I heard Bob say goodbye to the kids while I finished putting the dishes away. With the kitchen cleaned, I moved through the other rooms of the house, picking up dirty laundry from the floors and putting away toys. The kids were more than happy watching television, so I washed a few loads of laundry before joining them in the living room.
 
   Callie immediately joined me on the couch, curling up in my lap. “Where’s my mom?” she asked.
 
   Bob hadn’t mentioned what he had told the kids. I wasn’t sure if I should tell the truth, or go with a lie so I did a combination. “She’s out right now.”
 
   “When is she coming back?” Callie’s big, blue eyes tortured me. They were the same shade as William’s. A couple more questions while looking at me like that and I would spill everything.
 
   “What are we watching?” I asked, attempting to change the subject.
 
   Carter turned away from the television and said, “My mom is mean. She yells all the time. I hope she doesn’t come back ever.”
 
   Callie started to cry and I hugged her tight, whispering that everything would be okay. I wasn’t even sure if I was lying to her. Losing a parent is the hardest thing imaginable. I would know- I lost both of mine when I was fourteen. But my parents had been taken from me. They didn’t want to go. Courtney had voluntarily left her kids, and they might grow up never knowing why. I had never met Courtney, but right then I hated her.
 
   I managed to distract the kids by forcing them to take a bath. After a lot of screaming and one overflowing tub, they were clean, dry and dressed in pajamas. Trying to get them into bed was a whole other battle and I wasn’t up for the challenge. Instead, the three of us cuddled on the couch while watching Sponge Bob. It had been a long day for all of us and it didn’t take long for the kids to drift to sleep. I must have fallen asleep as well, because the next thing I knew, William was stroking my cheek, gently prodding me to wake up.
 
   “Hey,” I said, a sleepy smile spreading over my face. “How’d it go?”
 
   William shook his head, gesturing to the sleeping children lying on top of me. “We’ll talk after I put the kids in bed.”
 
   He scooped Callie off my lap and she woke up just long enough to wrap her tiny arms around his neck. Bob came into the room looking even wearier than he had earlier and he didn’t say anything as he picked up Carter. The look in his eyes was haunting.
 
   I stood and folded Callie’s pink blanket, hugging it against my chest as I looked around the room. Pictures of a happy family covered the walls, blatant lies in such a troubled home.
 
   As William wrapped his arms around me from behind, I leaned back and closed my eyes. His lips were a whisper against my neck. “Did you find Courtney?” 
 
   “No. She doesn’t want to be found.” William sounded very tired. “We talked to her sister and she doesn’t think Courtney will be back anytime soon.”
 
   “What’s Bob going to do?” We had helped him get through today, but what about tomorrow, and the next day? What if Bob wasn’t up to the challenge of being a single dad?
 
   William squeezed me and let go. “He’ll figure it out. He doesn’t have a choice.”
 
   I dropped Callie’s blanket on the couch. “Now what?”
 
   “Now we go home.” He held out his hand and as I slipped mine inside, I felt very lucky to have William Connor in my life. Not only did he treat me better than I sometimes deserved, he also made me want to be better.
 
   Bob met us by the front door and hugged me fiercely as he said his thanks. I hugged him back wishing I could relieve him of some of weight that was on his shoulders.
 
   “Take these.” William handed his car keys to Bob, who hesitated. “I mean it, Bob. You have two kids, you need a car.”
 
   “What about you?” Bob looked at both of us.
 
   William pointed outside. “I already called a cab. I’ve got another car at home. This one is yours. Indefinitely.”
 
   “Will-” Bob started to resist but William cut him off with a punch on the arm.
 
   “Let me do this for you. For the kids.” William put his arm around my shoulders. “I’ll check in on you tomorrow.”
 
   “Thanks again, brother,” Bob said as we stepped outside. “I can’t thank you enough.”
 
   “I bet you’re really regretting all those times you beat me up when we were kids,” William joked.
 
   “Nope. I was shaping you into the man you are today.” Bob jingled the car keys and nodded to me. “Take care of him, yeah?”
 
   “Always.” I waved to Bob as William tugged me toward the waiting cab. He held open the door for me and I looked back at the house. “Do you really think they’ll be okay?”
 
   “Sure. They’re Connors. We find a way to survive.” William kissed me on the lips. “Now get in the cab. I’m ready to go home.”
 
   “My home or yours?” I asked when he had climbed in next to me.
 
   “Ours,” he replied, then got more specific. “My place. More beds.”
 
   I grinned up at him. “I like the way you think, Connor.”
 
   As William leaned in to kiss me, I didn’t think we were going to make it a bed at all. The back of that taxi cab would do just fine.
 
   
 
   

 
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER FOUR
 
   As was always the case, now that my personal life was finally on track, everything else was bound to be royally fucked up. My Monday started off normally enough. William and I had spent our entire Sunday in his bed, alternative between making love and sleeping. I went back to my place late Sunday night, hoping to get some sleep and be somewhat presentable at work the next day.
 
   We had a meeting bright and early to discuss the drug scandal. After a lot of debate, I convinced William to take the case. I didn’t want to deal with Paul, and I didn’t want William to kill him, but Gravity could use the paycheck and the prestige that would come from representing a handful of famous baseball players. He put Dan in charge of the whole thing, selling it as a great learning opportunity but really I knew that he wanted no part of making Paul look good.
 
   I stayed behind after the meeting to talk to William about Bob, and when I finally left the conference room a few minutes after everyone else, I ran right into Dan who had been lingering in the hall.
 
   “So it’s true then?” he asked with a smirk.
 
   “I don’t know what you’re talking about, Dan. More information please.” I kept walking because I had to be in another meeting in less than five minutes. Dan was more than willing to hurry along behind me.
 
   “You and Connor. Bumpin’ uglies.” Dan smacked into me when I pulled up short.
 
   “What did you say?” I sputtered.
 
   Dan enunciated very slowly. “You are screwing the boss. Everyone knows.”
 
   My mouth dropped open. I knew that Tara had learned the truth before she was fired, and I knew that if she went forward with her lawsuit there was a good chance the truth would get out. But I hadn’t been expecting it to happen so soon. I wasn’t ready to face the music.
 
   “I’m late.” I said, hastily adding, “For a meeting. I’m late for a meeting.”
 
   I knew that my face was a brilliant shade of red as I stepped into the meeting room. Several of my colleagues were already gathered around the table and they all stopped talking abruptly when I entered. It only took one guess to figure out what they had been discussing.
 
   After the meeting, one of the female attorneys on the legal team cornered me in the ladies’ room. “Nice work,” she said with a wink.
 
   “Sorry?” I kept my head down as I lathered soap on my hands, hoping she would take a hint and go away.
 
   “Connor. He’s damn fine. And rich. You played that well.” She smiled at me when I glanced up at the mirror. “People are talking but don’t listen to them. They’re just jealous.”
 
   I got several judgmental looks on the way to my office and even heard someone mutter slut. The moment I had been dreading had officially arrived. I had two choices- I could hide in my office all day and avoid my phone and email, or I could suck it up and act like it didn’t bother me. I remembered what William had said about his family being survivors and I decided I didn’t want to be a victim. I had made my own bed, so to speak, and now I had to lay in it.
 
   The day only got worse. Everywhere I turned, I interrupted hastily whispered conversations that ended abruptly upon my appearance. By the end of the day, I went home without even checking to see what William wanted to do for the evening. Hiding in my apartment for a couple of years seemed like the best idea.
 
   He showed up a couple hours later. I had already changed into his University of Chicago t-shirt and a pair of baggy sweatpants. Certainly not my best look, but at least I was comfortable.
 
   “What’s wrong?” he asked the second he saw my face. I was ashamed to admit that I had been crying for the last hour but my swollen eyes gave me away.
 
   “Cat’s out of the bag,” I said, stepping back to let him in. I had an open bottle of wine waiting for me in the living room and I headed there without giving William a proper greeting. “I’m the office slut. Just like I predicted.”
 
   “What do you mean? How did people find out?” William stripped off his coat and threw it over a chair. 
 
   I flopped onto the couch and took a big gulp of wine. “Dan. He’s friends with Tara and he has a big mouth.”
 
   “Shit, Livy.” William sat next to me and gave me a long look. “Was it terrible for you?”
 
   I shrugged and took another drink. “I survived.”
 
   “What can I do?” He looked so desperate to help but there was nothing he could do. This was the path we had chosen- the path I had chosen.
 
   I put down the wine bottle now that it was empty and thought for a second. Eventually, I just shook my head. “Hold me?” It was the only thing I could think of that would make things better.
 
   William slid over until he could put his arms around me. As I snuggled close to him and burrowed into his arms, I was able to forget for a minute about the name-calling and hateful looks. All that mattered was that I still had William and somehow I knew we would find a way to make it work.
 
   He let me feel sorry for myself for exactly fifteen minutes. Then he launched into a tirade about one of our clients at work. I knew he was trying to take my mind off things and I was grateful for the distraction. He held my feet in his lap, gently working the sore muscles in my arches.
 
   “So our client is part of the royal family in Italy? That sounds made up.” I hadn’t even known that Italy still had a royal family.
 
   “Old royalty. A distant ancestor was a Pope, or a Cardinal. Something like that. Honesty, I don’t really know. But the oldest son was just caught with a mistress.” William’s hands moved from my feet up to my calves. “An older mistress. Like twenty years older.”
 
   “No way.” I laughed. Who would’ve thought this day would end with me and William gossiping like old ladies? “So when are you going to Italy?”
 
   “Two days.”
 
   “Two days?” That was way too soon for my liking.
 
   William shrugged. “It’s an urgent matter. You can come with me if you want.”
 
   “Not happening.” People at work already hated me. Using the job as an excuse to follow William to Italy would make things a million times worse. “Just don’t fall in love with some Italian princess while you’re gone.”
 
   “Fine.” Now his hands were over my knees and still heading north. “We should go to Rome soon though. You would like it. It’s more romantic than Florence, if you ask me.”
 
   “I’m sure I would love it.” I was sure I would love any place if I went with William.
 
   I had been pretty sure I knew where William was headed with his hands but he threw me a curveball when his hands left my body and he said very quietly, “I heard you met with Mark from Palmroil.”
 
   I felt like slapping myself in the forehead. How could I have forgotten about that meeting? Of course William had found out and now, because he hadn’t heard it from me, he could only assume the worst.
 
   “Yes, we met for lunch. He wanted to thank me for the work I did on the oil spill campaign.” I saw that William somehow already knew the full story so I plowed ahead. “He offered me a job.”
 
   William nodded slowly. “I suspected as much. Was it a good offer?”
 
   “It was.” No sense in lying now. “But I didn’t take it.”
 
   “You didn’t say no either though, right?” William sounded resigned.
 
   “That’s true.” I pulled my legs away from his lap and sat up straight. “I have to at least consider it, William. Gravity doesn’t have a future for me. Not now that everyone knows about us.”
 
   “We can make it work,” he said, but he didn’t put much heart into it.
 
   “I’m not saying I’m definitely taking it. I’m just saying I didn’t say no yet.” I took his hand. “I was going to talk to you about it. I promise. It honestly slipped my mind with everything that has happened these past few days.”
 
   “The job is in D.C.?” His eyes were unnervingly calm. I had no way to tell what he was really thinking.
 
   “Yes. I would have to move.” If I had to be completely honest, the relocation was the number one reason I hadn’t said yes. I loved living in Chicago, and I didn’t want a long distance relationship.
 
   William leaned back and closed his eyes. “I’m not going to tell you what to do, Livy. You’re an adult and you can make your own decisions. You need to do what’s best for you.”
 
   “Would you really be okay with me moving to D.C.?” I had expected him to at least put up a small fight, or tell me how much he would miss me.
 
   “If it would make you happy, then I would find a way to deal with it.” William opened his eyes and smiled. “You can’t get rid of me that easily.”
 
   My heart literally jumped in my chest. He had the most amazing smile and I couldn’t help myself. I curled up in his lap and we made out like teenagers. I didn’t think I would ever get tired of kissing William Connor, but I also wanted more of him. I removed his belt and worked on his button and zipper. He helped me slip his pants down just enough, and his penis already stood at rigid attention. I appreciated his eagerness. As skillfully as possible, I slipped out of my sweatpants and underwear.
 
   Sitting astride William, I removed a condom from his pants pocket and took my time pulling it over his erection. Moving forward slightly, I grazed against him, looking deep into his eyes as I moved. When he smiled at me, I fell in love with him all over again.
 
   I spread my legs as I lowered myself, wanting to feel him in my core. William’s hands moved under my shirt, holding me firmly at my sides. As I moved over him, my hair fell over my face and William reached up to tuck it behind my ear.
 
   “I want to see you,” he explained. William did see me- he saw more of me than anyone ever had. For the first time, that didn’t scare me.
 
   I let William set the pace, moving me up and down with his strong hands. He moved me slow at first, letting me feel the full length of him inside me. Then his speed picked up until I was being guided by the forces in my body. He let go and his hands clutched the couch as I rode him hard and quick, my breath coming out in tiny gasps. I made sure that he came first, his release inside me setting off my own orgasm. As it rippled inside me and around him, we held each other and struggled to catch our breaths.
 
   “If you move to D.C., we won’t get to do that as often,” William said as I lifted myself off him.
 
   “Maybe not together,” I said, happy that he was finally trying to convince me to stay.
 
   “Funny. You keep that up and I’m taking back my shirt.” He tugged at the t-shirt and I glared at him.
 
   “If you take this shirt back, I’m taking my vagina back. And my boobs.”
 
   William laughed so hard it shook us both. I couldn’t help but laugh along with him. “You should definitely keep the shirt,” he decided. When we fell asleep a couple hours later, I was still wearing his shirt. 
 
   Work wasn’t any easier the next couple of days and I began to seriously consider Mark’s offer. I even emailed him with some follow-up questions. William stopped by my office on his way to the airport. He was going to be in Italy for at least a week and I already missed him.
 
   “Livy,” he said, closing the door behind him. “I have something I really need to tell you.”
 
   “You’re not breaking up with me again, are you?” I was only half-joking. “Because that would be a little excessive.”
 
   “Would you please stop predicting our demise?” William tucked his hands into his pockets and looked at the ground. “I came to do the exact opposite actually.”
 
   My eyes narrowed. “What does that mean?”
 
   “I said that I wouldn’t tell you what to do with your job decision. But I’ve been thinking about it, and I really don’t want you to go.” He looked up at me with wide eyes. “We just found each other, Livy. I’m not sure I could let you go.”
 
   “Are you asking me not to take the job?” If he was, I wasn’t sure what I would do. I wasn’t the type of woman to take orders from a man, but we were a couple now and he deserved a say in how we would spend our relationship.
 
   “No. Yes. I don’t know.” He shrugged helplessly. “I came to make you a different kind of offer.”
 
   “An indecent one?” I said with a waggle of my eyebrows.
 
   William sighed in annoyance. “Can you be serious for one minute?”
 
   “Fine.” I made a big deal about checking the time. “One minute of seriousness. Go.”
 
   “Quit.” William said. “Quit your job here, but don’t take the other job.”
 
   I let out a snort. “Well, I didn’t know it was that easy. Such a great idea, William. Why didn’t I think of that? Oh, right. I’m not independently wealthy. I’m also not a hooker, so please don’t offer to pay me not to work and just screw you all the time.”
 
   “That’s not what I’m offering.” William looked away and I had a pretty good idea that was exactly what he was about to offer me. “You can move in with me, just until you find another job in Chicago. Or for good, whatever you want.”
 
   I felt my face grow hot and I started to yell but William cut me off. “Livy, I have a lot of money. I’m not trying to imply anything by that, I’m just stating a fact. Let me take care of you. I’m the reason you can’t stay at this job, and I’m the one asking you not to move to D.C. At least let me offer you an alternative.”
 
   When the initial rush of anger had passed, it was replaced by a feeling of gratitude. Yes, William’s offer was a tiny bit condescending, but it came from a good place. He didn’t want me to leave, and he was taking a big leap asking me to stay.
 
   I circled around my desk until I was standing in front of him. “Thank you, but no.” I smoothed down his suit lapels and kissed him on the lips. “This decision needs to be what’s best for both of us, not just you.”
 
   “I know.” He smiled sheepishly. “You can’t blame a guy for trying, can you?”
 
   “Certainly not.” I kissed him again. “But you don’t need to save me, William. I can take care of myself.”
 
   “Trust me, I know. But that’s not going to stop me from looking out for you.” He kissed my cheek. “Just promise me you’ll at least consider my offer. We can talk about it more when I get back from Rome.”
 
   “The answer will still be no,” I said, confidently.
 
   He regarded me carefully. “I have this horrible feeling that if you move to D.C., I’m going to lose you.”
 
   “That will never happen.” I sounded more certain than I felt though. Like William, I was worried about what would happen to us if I took the job. “Have a safe trip. I’ll miss you like crazy.”
 
   “Likewise.” Another ten minutes of kissing and groping and we finally completed our goodbyes.
 
   Two days later I found myself missing William terribly. If this is what it would be like to move to D.C., I didn’t think I would be able to make it. I kept myself busy by checking in on Bob and the kids. The house was actually in good shape which I quickly learned was because William had paid for a housekeeper to come in three times a week. He had also hunted down a terrific nanny that was keeping the kids well-fed, groomed and properly dressed. She had taken them for a walk so that Bob and I could talk openly.
 
   “Still no sign of Courtney?” I asked him over a cold beer.
 
   “Nah. She cleaned out our joint bank account, too. She’s gone,” Bob said. “I don’t think she’ll ever come back.”
 
   “So what’s your plan?”
 
   “I don’t have a plan.” Bob laughed and sounded very much like his brother. “One day at a time. Keep breathing. Worry about tomorrow when it comes.”
 
   “Do you think that will work?” I wondered what it would be like to be able to focus only on the present.
 
   “It has to. It’s the only way I know how to do this.” He looked at me thoughtfully. “William mentioned that you are considering taking a job in D.C.”
 
   “He told you that?” I was surprised that William had talked about me at all with Bob. They didn’t really have that kind of relationship, but I guess a lot had changed in the last week.
 
   “Are you going to take it?”
 
   “I have no idea.” I was surprised at how easy it was to talk to Bob. He had a calming way about him that reminded me of William. “I don’t want to move, but it’s a great job.”
 
   “I’m surprised William didn’t make you an offer to get you to stay.” Bob took a long drink from his beer.
 
   I sighed. “He did, actually. He wants me to quit my job but stay in Chicago. He said he would take care of things until I find something else. I said no.”
 
   “Sounds like a pretty sweet deal.” Bob chuckled and finished his beer. “I wish someone would make me that offer. Why did you turn him down?”
 
   “Because I need to figure this out myself. I can’t explain it.” I didn’t even completely understand it myself.
 
   Bob leaned forward and rested his elbows on his knees. “I get it. I really do. You need to be able to stand on your own two feet. But if you don’t mind, I’d like to give you some advice.”
 
   I nodded. “Fire away.”
 
   “It’s good to be able to stand on your own, but sometimes it’s just as important to know when to lean on someone else. William is a good guy. He cares about you more than I’ve ever seen him care about anyone. Don’t be afraid to trust him.” Bob shrugged. “Then again, what do I know? My wife just left me.”
 
   “Bob, I don’t know Courtney, but I think I’m beginning to know you. And based on what I know, I have to say that Courtney is a lunatic and you and the kids will be better off without her.” I stood up hastily. “Now if you’ll excuse me, I need to go buy a plane ticket to Italy.”
 
   
 
   

 
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER FIVE
 
   The flight to Rome took just over nine hours. Normally, I’m able to sleep like a baby on a long flight, but the adrenaline running through my veins kept me wide awake. I couldn’t begin to imagine how William had handled the flight considering he suffered from an intense flying phobia. 
 
   I thought about the way his jaw would clench and his lips would press into a thin line as he tried not to let his anxiety show. Thinking about William, a smile spread over my face and I couldn’t wait to see him. I thought about taking the train into the city but I had just missed one and I wasn’t in the mood to wait around for thirty minutes until the next one left so I tracked down a taxi instead. My driver spoke English very well and he gave me a private tour of the city as we made our way to William’s hotel. 
 
   I was awed by the massive Coliseum and impressive Vatican City in the distance. I had spent a week in Florence when I was in college but hadn’t made it to Rome. Where Florence had amazing art stowed away in museums, Rome had stunning architecture for the entire world to see.
 
   “Rome is a very romantic city,” my cab driver said when he saw me staring out the window at a couple in a passionate embrace. “You have husband?”
 
   “No. No husband.” I thought about William again and grinned. “A boyfriend.”
 
   “Even better!” He laughed and whipped the car down a narrow street. “Rome is a city for lovers and married people only fight.”
 
   “Are we close to the hotel?” All of the buildings looked the same to me- old and Italian. 
 
   “Hotel Roma, straight ahead.” 
 
   Leave it to William to pick the nicest hotel in Rome. As a bellman helped me with my bags, I took in the grand exterior of the hotel. Marble columns, gold trim and a red plush carpet leading inside. 
 
   The inside was even more glamorous and I got to spend a lot of time enjoying it because it turned out that William was out. I sent him a text to see what he was up to, keeping my surprise trip a secret. He replied that he was at dinner with the new client and would probably be out late. I tried not to imagine William having dinner with some Italian princess. 
 
   The hotel staff went out of their way to make me feel welcome. A particularly friendly young man brought me a glass of wine and kept it filled. After what was at least my third glass, he very politely asked if I would like to accompany him to one of the rooms. In my semi-drunk state, it took me a minute to figure out what he was implying.
 
   “Oh. Thanks, but no thanks. No grazi.” I hoped my rejection wouldn’t cut off the supply of wine.
 
   When William walked through the front door, I sensed him before I saw him. The room became electric and every nerve in my body jumped to attention. I turned to the door, and I saw him before he saw me. He was wearing a dark gray suit, white dress shirt and red tie. He was typing away on his phone, completely oblivious to my presence. My phone vibrated on the table next to me and I grabbed it.
 
   It was William letting me know that he was back at the hotel and he missed me. I smiled as I typed my reply. “I missed you, too. Look to your right.”
 
   When he saw that I had replied, he smiled but his smile wavered as he read the message. Very slowly, he turned his head to the right, looking right past me at first. It wasn’t until I stood up and waved that he realized it was me.
 
   “Olivia. What are you doing here?” William sounded as though he didn’t really believe it was me. 
 
   “Surprise,” I said quietly. From his blank expression, I wasn’t sure if this was a good surprise or a bad one.
 
   One second he was staring at me in utter confusion, and the next he was rushing toward me. I put a hand on his chest and pushed him away. “Wait.”
 
   “Wait?” Again, complete confusion. I had never seen William this frazzled. “You just flew all the way to Rome and you want me to wait before I can hug you? What’s going on, Livy?”
 
   “First, I have a business matter I would like to get out of the way.” I reached into my back pocket and removed a folded piece of paper. “My resignation, Mr. Connor.”
 
   William hesitated before taking the paper. He unfolded it, read the contents, and then smiled. “I quit. My job, that is, not our relationship. I’m afraid you’re stuck with me. I love you.” William shook his head. “You are a total dork.”
 
   “This is true.” Fortunately, William had a thing for dorks.
 
   “Are you taking the job in D.C.?” William folded my resignation letter and tucked it into his interior suit pocket.
 
   “Nope.” I had to take a deep breath before I could plow ahead. “I’m quitting, and I don’t have another job lined up. I can’t stay at Gravity because I’ve lost my credibility and I can’t take the job in D.C. because it’s not what I want.”
 
   “What do you want, Olivia?” William’s blue eyes drilled into mine.
 
   I didn’t have to force myself not to look away as I answered. Being honest with myself had been hard, but being honest with William was frighteningly easy. “You. I want you. Always you.”
 
   “You have me, Livy. Always.” This time when William reached for me, I didn’t push him away- I pulled him close. Maybe it was the intoxicating effect he had on me, or maybe it was the tantalizing allure of being in Italy, but whatever the case, I threw inhibition to the wind. I didn’t care if everyone in the hotel was watching as I threw my arms around him.
 
   William had the good sense to know that we should take our excessive groping to his room. He was staying on the top floor, and when he opened the door to his room I was transported back in time.
 
   “Déjà vu,” I muttered as I took in the wall of windows that revealed an amazing view of Rome at night. William and I had spent our first night together under circumstances not very dissimilar from this one, the key exception being that I could see almost all of Rome in the distance rather than the ocean.
 
   “There’s one big difference this time,” William said, drawing the curtains open even further. I couldn’t help but be awed by the sight.
 
   “What’s that?” I said as he wrapped his arms around me from behind, nuzzling my neck in the process.
 
   “This time there’s no way I’m letting you leave in the morning.” 
 
   I turned in his arms and kissed him like I had that first night. I remembered how he had tasted like champagne, and how my body had responded so receptively to his touch, the same way that it still did. So many nights had come and gone since that first night, but my desire for William hadn’t faded in the slightest. In fact, it had grown exponentially.
 
   William had made the first move back then so now it was my turn. I guided him over to the bed and pushed him down on the edge of it. He tried to pull me onto his lap but I resisted. I first moved to turn off the lights and then I took a few steps back toward the window, letting the lights from outside be my guide. Standing in front of the wall of windows while maintaining eye contact with William, I slowly peeled off my shirt. I could just barely make out his face and the playful smile on his lips.
 
   My jeans came off next, very deliberately. What had started as a striptease quickly became more about stripping and less about teasing. I was dying to feel William’s hands on my body. My bra and panties were disposed of without much fanfare. I stood in front of the window for a beat, feeling bold and uninhibited. I was naked to the world, or at least to anyone who might be looking up at that very moment, and I didn’t care. I had nothing left to hide.
 
   William stood up quickly, hastily stripping away his clothing. It wasn’t much of a performance, but anytime William got naked it was a must-see event. Once he had the layers of fabric out of the way, nothing else was stopping him from acting on his desire. He wrapped an arm around me and pulled me against his body. His skin was deliciously warm against mine. His lips were perfectly moist when he touched them to my neck and then trailed them down between my breasts.
 
   When he lifted his head again, I kissed him urgently and draped one leg around him. He lifted me and I wrapped the second leg around him and let him carry me to the bed. William was in charge now and I was more than happy to let him work his magic. He placed me on the bed and then climbed over me. His hands were the perfect combination of firmness and gentleness on my body.
 
   By this point in our relationship, William had to know that I was always ready for him but that didn’t stop him from sliding a hand down the length of my body and between my legs. Anticipating what would happen next, I lifted up and met his hand as it found its target. He didn’t slip inside like he usually did. Instead, he stroked his finger softly over the slickness, fluttering briefly over my clitoris.
 
   “Damnit, Connor.” I panted. “Hurry up and get inside me or I’m going to have to take control.”
 
   William’s lips had been skimming over my collarbone and I felt his warm breath as he laughed. “That would be terrible,” he said with mock exaggeration. “I guess Willy and I better cooperate.”
 
   “Really? You’re going to go there?” I smacked his arm, thinking about how that same lame joke had nearly mortified me in the past. I grabbed for his penis, Willy, and gave it the gentlest of squeezes. “Do I have to hold Willy hostage until you comply?”
 
   William laughed again, but then he got down to business. He pushed a finger inside me, catching me off-guard. He circled and pulsed it quickly until my body began to respond and I started to press against him. Then he removed his hand, trailing his wet fingers up my body until he was cupping my breast, his thumb circling hurriedly over my hard nipple.
 
   “Are you just fucking with me now, Connor?” I demanded, my body desperate for a climax to all this stimulating activity.
 
   William was already opening the condom and putting it in place. “That’s exactly what I am doing with you,” he said.
 
   I gasped audibly as he thrust himself inside, rubbing against all the right places. I dug my fingers into his back and he waited for me to adjust.
 
   “Ready, love?” he asked, staring into my eyes with hunger and longing. We had been joking, exchanging playful banter leading up to the moment, but now that we had reached it, our focus had returned.
 
   “For you, always.” I kissed him on the lips, and while we were kissing, William began to move inside me. 
 
   Each movement was urgent but not forceful. It was a gentle coaxing that my body couldn’t ignore. I moaned against his lips and spread my legs apart even further, pulling them up in the process. This slightest of movements was the perfect adjustment and now the warm, familiar flush began to build. William had picked up his pace and both of us were panting, our breath escaping in short bursts with our lips still lightly pushed together.
 
   Our bodies trembled and pulsed together with William holding back until he felt me convulse and then relax around him. He thrust one last time and then jerked as he achieved his release. After our orgasms, we usually collapsed on top of each other, our bodies piles of mush. But this time, William held himself over me and tilted my chin so that I was looking in his eyes.
 
   “Thank you,” he said, kissing me tenderly.
 
   “You’re welcome?” I said. I thought that he might be making a joke and I started to smile, but then I noticed that he was serious. “Why are you thanking me?”
 
   “For being here.” He kissed me again. “For choosing me.”
 
   “I didn’t have a choice.” I stroked two fingers down his check. “When it comes to you, there is no choice. I’ve been yours since that first night.”
 
   “Ditto.” William smiled before laying his head on my chest. I ran a tired hand through his hair and felt perfectly content for the first time in my life. This is where I was meant to be- in William’s arms, desperately in love. 
 
   That’s not to say that we wouldn’t have any challenges in our relationship. [bookmark: _GoBack]I was going back to Chicago without a job and no real idea what I would do next. William was still facing Tara’s lawsuit, and he would have to deal with the remaining backlash over our relationship. Both of us had pasts filled with pain and loss. In many ways, it was true that we hadn’t gotten a perfect ending, but we had each other. Because of that, we had everything we needed. Love had turned us into two of the lucky ones, and it was all because of that one night.
 
    
 
   THE END.
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