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   CHAPTER ONE
 
   The snow had been falling for three days straight and it didn’t show any sign of letting up soon. The weathermen were predicting at least a foot and half of snow in the city and they were urging everyone to stay inside. William and I were happy to oblige.
 
   The morning after the holiday party, just as the snow began to fall, William drove me back to my place so that I could pick up some clothes and a toothbrush. We had immediately returned to his place, and hadn’t left since. It was now Tuesday morning, and William and I were drinking coffee and reading the paper in bed.
 
   I placed my empty mug on the nightstand and watched him scan the business section, trying not to think about the fact that he was naked beneath the luxury sheets that were tangled around us. Every time I thought about William’s nakedness, it led nowhere productive. And we had important things to discuss. “We have to return to work eventually,” I said when he finally folded the paper and tossed it onto the bed.
 
   “Says who?” William stretched lazily. “I own the company. I’m giving you a hall pass.”
 
   “Exactly. You own the company. Therefore you might want to actually run the company.” I poked him in the side, but it was like poking a stone wall and he didn’t even flinch.
 
   “Tomorrow is Christmas. No one is working today anyway.” William snaked an arm around me and pulled me to his body. I rested my cheek against his bare chest and traced the tips of my fingers down his sternum. He sighed contentedly. “I have other plans for you today, Olivia Harris. Plans far more scandalous than contract negotiations and legal research.”
 
   “You might need to buy a bigger place. We’ve run out of rooms.” In the three days and four nights we had spent together, we had managed to have sex in every room in the house, and it was a big house. “Oh wait! We haven’t done it in the gym. And can we talk about the fact that you have your own gym?”
 
   “It was either a gym or an indoor pool,” William explained. He twined the ends of my dark hair around his fingers. “I thought the indoor pool would be excessive.”
 
   “Rich people problems.” I was pretty sure I would never be bringing William back to my one-bedroom apartment. I tilted my head back and smiled. “It must be very hard to be you.”
 
   “You have no idea.”
 
   By now my hand had slipped under the sheets and drifted below his waist. “Speaking of hard,” I said as my hand closed around him. “You are insatiable, William Connor.”
 
   “I don’t know about that. I’m sure you can find a way to satisfy me.” William’s fingers were still tangled in my hair and he tugged on it gently to lift my head.
 
   “I think you may be right about that,” I said, my grip on him tightening as my mouth was engulfed by his.
 
   William’s hand skimmed over my hip bone and down the curve of my ass. When he gave it a gentle squeeze, my body began to hum and ache at the same time. I was stuck between a rock and a hard place, so to speak. I was deliriously attracted to William and I wanted him very badly. I wanted to feel him inside me, pushing against me in just the right places. But I was sore. In just those few days, we’d had sex at least a dozen times, and it hadn’t always been gentle. My body needed a break.
 
   William had other notions, and he could be very persuasive. In his eagerness, he tossed aside the sheet that was partially covering our bodies. He started to straddle me but I pushed him away.
 
   “What’s wrong?” he said, looking confused and even more eager to have his way with me. With the sheet gone, I had an uninhibited view of his amazing body. Resisting William Connor was a futile effort.
 
   “Nothing. Nothing at all.” I pushed him gently onto his back and kneeled over him. As I lowered my body onto his, I could feel him rising up to meet me and I slid lower at the last minute. “I thought we might try something a little different this time,” I said, running my tongue slowly over my lips.
 
   William raised a questioning eyebrow. “Different?”
 
   I kept my eyes locked on his as I slid further down in the bed. William realized what was happening and let out a carnal groan. There was no denying that this was going to be more pleasurable for him than for me, but his anticipation was a complete turn-on. As I closed my mouth over the tip of his erection, I kept my eyes on him, looking up through my lashes. He sucked in a breath and let it out in a quick gasp. “Olivia,” he said in a whispered moan.
 
   I circled my tongue slowly around him. William tasted both salty and sweet and I wanted more. As I took more of him in, William groaned again and jerked slightly. When I felt him tingling at the back of my throat, I closed my lips over him tightly and began a slow retreat, sucking hard in the process. I repeated the process several times, letting my tongue tease the head of his penis each time. William tangled a hand in my hair as I continued to work, and I could feel him tugging slightly as I moved up and down. I could tell from his writhing that I had him right where I wanted him. I removed my mouth and held his erection in my hands. I was still watching him, and I could see him lift his head in surprise.
 
   The smile that spread across my face was pure sex. As he watched, I slid my wet tongue from his tip, down the length of his shaft. His mouth dropped open in pleasure and his eyes closed. I repeated the move, this time using my hands to gently squeeze his testicles. William’s jaw clenched hard and I knew that he was about to come. His eyes flicked open, and he silently let me know that he was about to release. I widened my eyes to say that I understood and then I closed my mouth over him again, and after one trip over his length, his body jerked beneath me and he released into my mouth, grunting my name again.
 
   I quickly swallowed the sticky liquid that filled my mouth, trying my best not to gag or make a disgusted face. As much as William turned me on, that part of oral pleasure was never sexy. He was panting slightly as I trailed kisses from his now satisfied erection up his torso. I stopped just below his jaw, and whispered in his ear, “Delicious.”
 
   William exhaled sharply and turned his head to face mine. “Holy fuck, Olivia.”
 
   I laughed at the stupefied expression on his face. I couldn’t help but tease him. “Was that good for you?”
 
   “Everything about you is good for me,” he said, his head shaking slightly in awe. “You better not plan on leaving me anytime soon because I don’t think I could let you go.”
 
   “I’m not going anywhere in this snowstorm,” I said, rolling onto my back.
 
   “That’s not exactly what I meant.” William rolled onto his side, and I melted as his warm body pressed against me. Whether I liked it or not, my attraction to him wasn’t going away. He placed the palm of his hand over my stomach, just below my bellybutton. “You are so amazing,” he said in a near whisper.
 
   “You’re only saying that because of what I just did,” I said. It wasn’t the first time a man had declared his amazement to a woman just after sexual activity. I wasn’t that naïve.
 
   “I’m not,” he insisted. He pushed up on an elbow so that he hovered over me.
 
   The intensity in his eyes caused me to shrink back into the bed. His eyes burned a steely gray and his lips pressed into a firm line. I could tell he was weighing whether or not to say something else. After a slow blink of his eyes, he said, “Just promise me you’ll stay.”
 
   I nodded, lifting my head to kiss him softly on the lips. “If that’s what you want. I’ll stay.”
 
   William smiled. “Our first Christmas together,” he said. “How romantic.”
 
   “Romantic, erotic. Same thing.” I kissed him again, and then jumped out from under him. “Shit.”
 
   “What’s wrong, Livy?” William jumped out of bed as well and watched as I frantically scrambled to find my clothes.
 
   “I can’t believe I forgot.” I pulled on my underwear and snapped a bra into place. “I’m such an idiot.”
 
   “Livy. Calm down.” William grabbed me by the arm and pulled me to a halt. In my hasty panic, my heart had been racing but now it skipped a beat for an entirely different reason. William was standing before me, naked, wearing nothing but a worried expression and wild sex-hair. I was dying to run my hands through it, but I didn’t have time.
 
   “I have to go, William.”
 
   “Go? Where? Livy, I don’t understand what’s going on.” His troubled face was utterly adorable. I wanted to wrap my arms around him and pull him back to bed.
 
   I placed a hand on his chest and smiled up at him. “I’m sorry. I don’t mean to be acting like a crazy person, but I have a prior commitment today and I just remembered.”
 
   “What kind of commitment?” William stood watching as I pulled on a pair of jeans.
 
   “Do you remember that place I told you about? The shelter where I help out?” In a fit of anger, I had told William the darkest secret about my past. I had an ex-boyfriend that turned violent, and put me in the hospital. Since then, I had been volunteering my time at a shelter that took in abused women and children.
 
   “I remember.” The clench of William’s jaw said that he was thinking about my ex-boyfriend, not the shelter.
 
   “Today they are having a Christmas party, and I’m sort of in charge of it.” It had been my idea, actually. The shelter had about a dozen kids, and most of them didn’t have a lot to be happy about. I wanted to do something to cheer them up, even if it was just for a day. “I need to be there in twenty minutes to get everything set up.”
 
   I found a clean sweater in my bag and pulled it on. Then I got on my hands and knees to retrieve my boots from under the bed. When I got back on my feet, William was already half-dressed in a pair of dark jeans and he was working on the buttons of his white dress shirt.
 
   “What are you doing?” I asked.
 
   William looked at me comically and said, “It should be pretty obvious, but I’m getting dressed.”
 
   “Why?” I still didn’t comprehend. “The shelter is only a few blocks away.  I can walk. You don’t have to take me.”
 
   “I’m not taking you.” He had finished with the shirt and was pulling on a gray sweater. “I’m going with you.”
 
   “No, you’re not.” I hadn’t meant the words to come out so harsh, but William’s head snapped up. “I’m sorry. I just mean, you don’t have to feel obligated to go. Really. You should stay here. I’ll be back in a few hours.”
 
   “I don’t feel obligated,” he said with anger in his voice. “I don’t do things out of obligation. I want to go with you.”
 
   I didn’t want to argue with William. It was wonderful that he wanted to go, but the shelter was a sacred place. Most of the women and children didn’t trust men. I didn’t know how to explain it to William without offending him. “And I want you to go, William. But you might not be comfortable there.”
 
   “You don’t have to worry about my comfort. I’m sure I can handle it.” William’s eyes flashed at me.
 
   “I’m sure you can,” I agreed, and lowered my voice. “But they might not be able to handle you.”
 
   Understanding passed over William’s face. “I see.”
 
   “These people have been through a lot of bad stuff and they don’t exactly trust men.” I shrugged helplessly. “I can’t blame them for that. I know it’s unfair, and that you aren’t like those men, but they don’t know that.”
 
   “I get it.” William smiled tightly. “I wouldn’t be welcome there. Rightfully so.”
 
   “No, it’s not right.” I frowned, wishing there was a solution. William was a good man and he wanted to help. Surely he would be the best possible example for these kids that didn’t have a positive male influence in their lives. 
 
   “You should come,” I decided. “If anyone is uncomfortable, you can always leave. But if you want to, you should come.”
 
   William tilted his head uncertainly. “Are you sure?”
 
   I nodded confidently. “Yes. I’m sure. Put on your coat.”
 
   “Give me two seconds,” William said, grabbing his phone from the nightstand. “I just need to make a quick call.”
 
   While William was on the phone, I pulled on a coat and scarf and stepped outside. The sun was reflecting off the blanket of snow and I had to squint until my eyes adjusted to the light. The air was fresh and crisp as I sucked it in, and then let it out in a slow puff.
 
   “It’s a beautiful day,” William said as he locked the door behind us. He took my cold hand in his and it began to warm instantly.
 
   We stepped out onto the unblemished snow covering the sidewalk and began to make our way as carefully as possible. All of William’s neighbors were still inside, warm and dry.
 
   “I hate snow,” I said when my feet slid out from under me for the third time. William kept me on my feet.
 
   “You really need to learn how to walk without falling,” he said with a laugh. He wrapped an arm around my shoulders and pressed his cold lips to my cheek. “Not that I mind saving you.”
 
   I leaned into him, reveling in his warmth and steadiness. “You may end up regretting you said that. I need a lot of saving.”
 
   He didn’t respond and we continued on in relative silence. Our steps made loud crunching noises as we traversed through the snow. The shelter was only four blocks from William’s place so it didn’t take us long to reach it. It had been converted from an old school and despite being in an affluent neighborhood, it was fairly rundown.
 
   “Don’t worry,” I said when William hesitated outside the door. I pulled him forward. “It’s much nicer inside.”
 
   The volunteer staff went to a lot of trouble to make the inside of the shelter has homey and welcoming as possible. The furniture was all second-hand, but clean. We were alone in the foyer and William helped me out of my coat.
 
   “How is this place funded?” William asked as I hung our coats in the closet.
 
   “There are a few female business owners in town that do most of the funding. A couple of churches also help out, and we hold fundraisers, too. It’s a group effort.” I reached for his hand. “Come one. I’ll give you a tour.”
 
   I led him around the first floor and pointed out the living area, kitchen, dining room and playroom. One of the volunteers must have recently cleaned because all of the toys were put away for once. A few of the shelter’s residents milled about and they all eyed William suspiciously. For his part, William went above and beyond to be as charming as possible. Fortunately, it played to his strengths.
 
   “How long have you lived here?” he asked Molly, one of the residents I had come to know quite well. We found her in the kitchen, making a snack for her children. She had four kids, and six months ago they had left their home in the middle of the night after her husband had smacked one of her sons in the face. They had been in the shelter ever since.
 
   “Six months and four days,” Molly said with a stubborn chin in the air. She didn’t like pity and refused to feel sorry for herself. “Olivia found me a job a few months ago, and soon I’ll have enough saved for my kids and me to get our own place. It won’t be much, but at least it will be ours, ya know?”
 
   William nodded and I detected a haunted look in his eyes. It was a lot for anyone to take, but I thought he was handling it well. Molly grabbed the peanut butter and jelly sandwiches and left us alone in the kitchen.
 
   “How old is she?” he asked, nodding his head to the door Molly had just exited.
 
   “She’s twenty-two.” I opened one of the cabinets and began removing party supplies. “She has four kids under the age of six and had her first one when she was sixteen.”
 
   “And her husband hit her?” William took the stack of tablecloths from me.
 
   “All of the time. Her kids, too.” I looked him in the eye. “You’re going to see and hear a lot of stuff today. If you’re not up for, I completely understand. Now is the time to decide.”
 
   “Do you really think that little of me?” William placed his armful on the counter and did the same with the bags of food I held. He took my head in both his hands and kissed me gently on the lips. “I’m not leaving. Not leaving here, and not leaving you. Deal with it.”
 
   “Don’t say it if you don’t mean it,” I pleaded, ever-so-quietly. I wanted very badly to believe William. I needed someone like him in my life- someone to stand by me. But it was a lot to ask.
 
   “Just give me a chance. I’ll prove it to you.” William kissed me again, and I knew at that moment I would give him a million chances to prove it to me.
 
   
 
   
  
 

 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER TWO
 
   It only took a few minutes of watching William mingle with the shelter residents to realize that I had underestimated him. The women were skeptical when I would first introduce him to them. Many of them had ended up in the shelter precisely because they had fallen for charming, attractive men. But it didn’t take long for them to see that William wasn’t like those men. The way the kids flocked to him, scampering for attention, made the mothers smile.
 
   I didn’t have time to stand around and smile; pulling off the party was going to be harder than I thought. I had food to make, decorations to set up and kids to entertain. At one particularly frazzling moment, I stood in the kitchen staring at the floor where one of the kids had just knocked over an entire container of eggnog. I needed to get the ham out of the oven, but now a river of liquid Christmas stood in my way.
 
   “How can I help?” William asked, noticing that I was about to tear out my hair. He reached for a roll of paper towels and tore off a bunch before handing me the roll.
 
   It wasn’t until I looked over at him that I realized the child responsible for the mess was cowering in the corner of the kitchen, quiet tears sliding down his cheeks.
 
   “Teddy, what’s wrong?” I forgot about the mess and knelt in front of the boy. William stepped up behind me and Teddy crouched in fear.
 
   “Hey, it’s okay,” William said, startled.
 
   “Teddy, look at me,” I said, as gently as possible. Teddy peaked out at me from behind his hands. “It’s okay. No one is mad at you. It’s just a little spill. No problem.”
 
   Teddy stayed frozen, looking from me to William. He finally lowered his hands. I held out my arms to him. “Come give me a hug. Please?”
 
   He kept his eyes on William as he crawled toward me, looking away only after I held him in my arms. I motioned for William to crouch next to us.
 
   “William isn’t going to hurt you,” I whispered in Teddy’s ear. He lifted his head and glanced at William.
 
   “You promise?” he said in his tiny voice. 
 
   I squeezed him tighter. “I promise. I would never let anyone hurt you.”
 
   Teddy wouldn’t take his eyes off William, who was doing his best to look unintimidating. “I won’t hurt you, Teddy. I swear.”
 
   Teddy swallowed and wiped tears from his cheeks. “Okay.”
 
   William tilted his head at him and smiled warmly. “I was thinking, if you want to, maybe we could go outside and build a snowman. Does that sound fun?”
 
   Teddy nodded shyly. “Okay.”
 
   “Cool.” William held out his hand and Teddy took it after just a second of hesitation. William glanced at me. “I’ll take the other kids outside, too.”
 
   “What an excellent idea.” I returned William’s smile. Watching him talk to Teddy as they left the room, holding his tiny hand, made my heart melt. 
 
   “He’s good,” Molly observed, grabbing the paper towels that William had abandoned. She stooped to clean up the mess. “Teddy doesn’t trust anyone. Well, anyone male anyway.”
 
   “I know.” I had seen Teddy run screaming from the janitor. “William is one of the good ones.”
 
   “I hope so.” But Molly’s eyes said that she didn’t quite believe me. “For your sake, I hope you are right.”
 
   An hour later, the meal was complete and ready to be eaten. William had kept the kids entertained outside, and they came to the dinner table with red cheeks, damp hair and empty stomachs. It didn’t take long for them to clear the table in front of us.
 
   After dinner, we gathered in the large living area and the kids sang Christmas carols while their mothers took pictures of them in front of the tree. William and I hung toward the back of the room.
 
   “You were pretty great today,” I said, nudging him with my arm. He nudged me back.
 
   “You are pretty great every day.” William put his arm around me and I leaned my head on his shoulder. “Today has been pretty amazing. You’re really helping people here.”
 
   “I hope so.” I thought about what Molly had said to me in the kitchen. “Sometimes I’m not so sure. It’s hard to make a difference after the fact. These people are pretty damaged.”
 
   “We’re all pretty damaged,” he said quietly.
 
   I thought about my own past. “I guess that’s true.”
 
   A loud knock on the front door caused everyone to jump. Another volunteer, Vivian, ran to answer it. “I wonder what that’s all about.” I said. When I looked at William, I detected a faint smile. “What did you do, William Connor?”
 
   “Who, me?” he said, his familiar playful smile returned in full force.
 
   “Ho, ho, ho!”
 
   The kids all squealed in delight at the sight of the fat man with a beard and red suit. He was carrying bulging bags filled with wrapped presents.
 
   “Santa!” Teddy jumped to his feet and rushed at the stranger. Santa managed to drop the packages just in time for Teddy’s hug.
 
   “How in the world did you find a Santa Clause on Christmas Eve?” I asked William. 
 
   He shrugged innocently. “I have no idea what you’re talking about. Santa always works on Christmas Eve. It’s kind of his night.”
 
   I poked William in the side. “Now who’s the amazing one?” I said, giving him a long kiss.
 
   “Olivia! William! Look what Santa got me!” Teddy interrupted us, jumping up and down and waving his present in the air.
 
   “A helicopter?” I laughed at Teddy’s excitement. I had never seen him smile, much less jump up and down. “That’s pretty cool.”
 
   “It really flies!” Teddy explained. “It has a remote control.”
 
   William was laughing, too, his eyes as bright as Teddy’s. “Let’s get that thing in the air,” he said. I watched as he helped Teddy open the package and put everything together. He was kneeling on the ground while Teddy sat in his lap, asking questions. William carefully explained all the parts of the helicopter and how it flew. After they got the batteries in place, Teddy ran around the room, chasing the helicopter.
 
   The other kids were just as excited about their presents, and Santa even brought presents for the mothers. I stayed in the corner of the room and watched it all, loving the pure innocence of Christmas.
 
   “One last present,” Santa said, crossing the room. I was startled when he handed me a small package.
 
   William was across the room, listening to Teddy talk about helicopters. When I glanced over, he was watching me. “Thank you, Santa,” I said with my eyes still on William. He had gotten me a Christmas present. I hadn’t expected that.
 
   My hands shook a little as I unwrapped the package. It was both small and light, and almost felt empty, but I could tell something was sliding around inside. I lifted the lid on the box and stared in surprise at the key inside. My brow wrinkled as I thought about the significance of the gift.
 
   William was standing in front of me now and he took my free hand. “This will make it easier for you to stay with me,” he said. “No excuses.”
 
   “A key to your house?” I asked lamely. Everything was moving very fast. “Are you sure about this?”
 
   “You should know by now that I don’t do things I’m not sure about.” William kissed my forehead. “I’m not saying you have to move in with me or anything. I just want you to be able to come and go as you please. I want you to feel at home there.”
 
   I looked over William’s shoulder and saw that several of the kids were looking sleepy. It was time to go. “Okay. Let’s go home then,” I said.
 
   When I had first stepped into William’s house, it had scared me. It was big, and freakishly tidy. He had housekeepers that came in three times a week to keep it immaculate. But after spending the past few days in it with William, the scariness had disappeared. Cuddled on his couch watching Christmas Vacation and drinking spiked eggnog, I had never in my life felt more at home.
 
   William must have felt the same way because he fell asleep next to me, both of us fully dressed and perfectly complacent to actually “sleep” together without having sex for the first time in our relationship. The next morning, we woke up tangled together on his couch with the television still on.
 
   “Merry Christmas,” William said, his voice heavy with sleep.
 
   “You, too,” I murmured into his chest. I wasn’t planning on moving anytime soon. Unfortunately, the universe had other plans. William’s phone rang shrilly from across the room. “Ignore it,” I advised.
 
   “Gladly.” William wrapped me tighter in his arms. The phone stopped ringing for a minute and then started up again. We tried to ignore it, but when it started ringing for the third time, I urged him to answer it.
 
   “This could go on all morning.”
 
   William’s shoulders tensed as he checked the caller ID. “Hello?” he said tersely.
 
   He paced the room and ran a hand through his tangled hair. Whoever was on the other end of the line was speaking shrilly and I could make out a few random words.
 
   “I was busy.” 
 
   “No, I wasn’t avoiding you.”
 
   “ Yes, I’m still planning to come today.”
 
   “I don’t know. Later.”
 
   His eyes narrowed at whatever was being said. When he looked at me, he mouthed that he was talking to his mother and rolled his eyes. I smiled and stretched lazily. William would be spending time with his family today which meant I could swing by my place and check my mail and do some laundry. William had other ideas.
 
   “Actually, I’m bringing someone with me.”
 
   “Yes, a woman.”
 
   He rolled his eyes again. “Mother, I’ve told you a million times that I’m not gay.”
 
   “I have to go.”
 
   “Mothers,” he said, shrugging helplessly as he tossed the phone onto the table. “Can’t live with ‘em, wouldn’t be alive without ‘em.”
 
   I shrank away from him when he took a seat on the couch and reached for me. “Did you have something you wanted to run past me?”
 
   William winced. “Yeah… so you’re coming with me to my family Christmas.”
 
   “I am?” I cocked my head. “You’re sure about that? Did you maybe want to ask me, rather than tell me?”
 
   “Well, you kind of owe me,” William said. I could see the playful smile lurking behind the surface.
 
   “I do? Why is that?”
 
   “Because of what I’m about to do to you.” He lunged at me and I yelped. He pinned me to the couch and I slipped my hands directly to the waistband of his sweatpants. Right when he started kissing my neck, his phone rang again. He sighed loudly. “Damn it. Hold that thought. I will be right back.”
 
   But once he started talking, I knew it wasn’t going to be a quick call. It was all business talk. Gravity, Inc., the company William owned and where I worked, was a demanding job. When William took a call, it wasn’t something that could be handled in less than fifteen minutes.
 
   I slipped off the couch and mouthed to William that I was going to take a shower. A pained look passed over his face and I knew he was thinking about how much he wanted to join me. As much as I loved good shower-sex, I was in need of a thorough cleaning, so I wasn’t exactly disappointed to have the shower all to myself. I felt refreshed as I brushed my teeth and then combed out my dark, wet hair. Wrapping a fluffy, white towel around me, I stepped into the master bedroom the find my clothes.
 
   “I told you to hold that thought,” William said, his phone conversation over. He was standing next to the bed, completely naked.
 
   “The thought hasn’t gone anywhere,” I said, taking slow and measured steps. “You made a promise out there and I intend to hold you to it.”
 
   William waited until I was only a foot away and then reached for my towel. I opened my arms and let him pull it away. He threw it to the floor and crushed me to his body. My skin was still damp from the shower but William didn’t seem to mind. He used his tongue to wipe away beads of water from my shoulder. It was delightfully rough against my skin and I thought about what it would feel like on other parts of my body. William seemed to be reading my mind.
 
   He laid me on the bed and scooted me forward so that my butt was on the very edge. Starting at my neck, he kissed and licked his way down my body. He paid special attention to my breasts, licking and sucking tenderly on my nipples. He caught one between his teeth and pulled gently, sending a pleasurable pain through my body. My hands tightened on his shoulders.
 
   He slid lower, focusing on the curve of my hip bones with his tongue while one hand continued to caress my breasts. A moan escaped my lips and William looked up at me through his thick, dark lashes. “Your body is perfect,” he said, sounding stunned. I had spent nearly all of my time with him in varying stages of nakedness so he should have been used to my body by now.
 
   He slid a hand through my pubic hair until his fingers found my clitoris. This time, my moan was much louder. William had been standing at the edge of the bed, leaning over me, but now he parted my legs and stepped between them, sliding me forward until my feet reached the ground. My lower back rested against the edge of the bed. William knelt between my legs and trailed kisses slowly up the inside of my thigh. I squirmed with anticipation as he got closer to my sweet spot. Then before I saw it coming, he was there.
 
   His tongue was moist and firm against my clitoris, and he flicked the very tip of it back and forth rapidly. The effect was electrifying and the muscles in my vagina contracted sharply. He removed his tongue and blew a gentle breeze of cool air, sending a new wave of chills through my body. Then he was back at it with his tongue, this time harder and more pulsing. I could feel its roughness as he tasted me. The familiar warmness was spreading and I planted my feet more firmly, anticipating the release.
 
   From past experience, I knew that it would take a special set of skills to make me come using only his tongue. I was pleased to find that William had that special set of skills. But William never settled for just enough. As my body jerked off the bed, he lifted his head and thrust two fingers inside me, quickly pulsing them in rhythm with my body’s own convulsion. 
 
   I thought that was the end. I expected a couple more pulses and I would be done, but William had other ideas. He lowered his head again and his tongue beat an external rhythm to match his fingers’ internal beat. The effect was a mind-blowing orgasm that made me cry out as I came.
 
   William was quick to lift my body and slide me back on the bed as I collapsed from the power of my release. He lay over me and I could feel his firm erection pressing against my leg. I was completely spent, but William was ready for another round. I pointed a weary finger to the nightstand where he kept his supply of condoms.
 
   “Are you sure?” he said, trying unsuccessfully to hide his hopefulness. I nodded and squeezed his penis gently as encouragement. He grunted and stretched for the supplies. It only took seconds for him to have a condom in place, ready to penetrate me. “I don’t have to,” he insisted, seeing that I was still drained.
 
   “Please, do it.” I grabbed him, placing him at the entrance of my vagina. The rest was up to him. “I want you inside me,” I insisted.
 
   That was enough for William. He thrust forward, and the nerves inside me sprang back to life. His pounding was rough and unforgiving, and I loved every second of it. I met each thrust eagerly, pleading him not to stop.
 
   “Yes, William. Yes.” Each plea made him drive harder and we both cried out as he released inside of me.
 
   William collapsed on top of me but I barely noticed since most of my body had gone numb. I waited until my breathing was under control before I said, “You’re right. I definitely owe you.”
 
   He lifted his head and looked at me hopefully. “So you’ll come with me today?”
 
   “I already came with you,” I joked. “You didn’t give me much choice.”
 
   “Very funny,” he said, playfully poking me in the side before kissing me on the nose. “You know what I mean.”
 
   “I do. And yes, I will go with you.” This time he kissed me on my lips and I could taste the sex on him. I was pretty sure we both smelled like sex, too. “I think I’m going to need to shower before we go. Again.”
 
   “I was hoping you would say that,” he said, giving me one of his wicked smiles. Before I could react, William had scooped me up and was carrying me to the bathroom.
 
   “I already said I would go with you,” I reminded him. “Isn’t this overkill?”
 
   “This isn’t for today,” he said, placing me in the shower. “Consider this an advanced deposit that I will redeem at a future date.”
 
   I gave William one of his own playful smiles. “I look forward to both the advanced deposit, and to paying you back.”
 
   
 
   

 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER THREE
 
   Once I spent about twenty minutes with William’s family, I was pretty sure he still owed me, even including his advanced shower deposit. They were some of the most miserable people I had ever met.
 
   “Oh, William. You are looking so thin. Have you been eating properly?” His mother, Jean Connor, hadn’t stopped nagging William since we walked in the door. She turned to me. “Have you been making sure he eats three meals a day?”
 
   We were gathered in the Connor family kitchen, staring at one another over coffee. William was seated to my right, while Jean and William’s father, Bill, were seated across from us. William’s younger sister, Toni, was seated at the head of the table and hadn’t looked up from her phone in ten minutes. William’s older brother, Bob, had yet to make an appearance with his wife and kids. Jean was staring at me with hatred and I could feel my eyes bugging out of my head. William’s hand shot over and he squeezed my leg.
 
   “Mother, I’m eating plenty. Stop harassing Olivia.”
 
   “Humph.” Jean grunted into her coffee. “What I don’t understand is why you would bring this young lady to our family Christmas but not bother to even mention her name on the phone. I take it this relationship has been going on for some time for it to be this serious?”
 
   “Jean. Leave the boy alone. If you keep this up, he won’t even come to next year’s Christmas.” Bill Connor shot an angry look at his wife. “Olivia, tell us about yourself. What do you do for a living?”
 
   “I’m a lawyer.” I felt William’s hand tighten on my leg again.
 
   “A lawyer? Very good.” Bill gave William an appreciative look. “What type of law do you practice? Do you work at a firm in the city?”
 
   My mouth opened and closed several times but no words came out. William sighed deeply and said, “She works at Gravity, father. On the legal team.”
 
   Bill blinked and clenched his jaw. “Is that so?”
 
   “William, honey. Should you really be dating an employee?” Jean shot me another hateful look. “I don’t picture this ending well.”
 
   “Good to know that you are already picturing it ending,” William spat. His leg was shaking furiously and now it was my turn to give him a squeeze.
 
   “I have to side with your mother on this one. You lack of good judgment could jeopardize your company.” Bill smiled stiffly at me. “No offense intended, dear.”
 
   “Of course not. Why would that offend me?” I muttered.
 
   “You’re out of line. Both of you.” William’s body had gone rigid and a fire burned in his eyes.
 
   “Maybe we should go,” I whispered to him. He looked like he was about to snap and I didn’t want him to say something he would regret later.
 
   “I would if I were you,” Toni said, looking up for the first time. “This is as good as it’s going to get right here.”
 
   “Close your mouth, Toni,” Jean commanded. Toni shrugged and went back to her phone but William wasn’t as accommodating.
 
   “She’s not wrong,” he said. “Unless you plan to keep your thoughts about my relationship to yourself, we should leave.”
 
   William pushed back his chair and neither parent made any attempt to stop him. He pulled my chair out as I stood and I followed him from the room. “Are you sure you want to leave, William.”
 
   He whirled on me. “Were you listening in there?”
 
   “Don’t yell at me,” I said, stepping back. The only other time I had seen him this angry was when he had threatened to kill my ex-boyfriend, Paul. “I’m on your side, William.”
 
   He flinched when he saw the fear in my eyes. “Christ, Livy. I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to yell at you.”
 
   “It’s okay.” I let him take my hand, which was shaking.
 
   William’s stepped closer. “Are you scared of me?”
 
   “Not exactly.” I couldn’t really explain it, but ever since Paul had lost it on me, I found myself cowering anytime a man around me became angry. I explained it the best way I knew how. “It’s more like post traumatic stress.”
 
   William’s face fell. “I’m so sorry, Livy. Come here. Please.”
 
   I stepped into his arms and the shaking stopped for both of us. My fear vanished, and his anger faded. Just as we both began to relax, the front door flew open.
 
   “Uncle Will!”
 
   I pulled away in time to see two tiny bundles of energy fly down the hall and tackle William around the legs. He laughed and bent to scope them up in his arms. They both looked to be about three years old to me, but I wasn’t good at guessing kids’ ages.
 
   “Liv, this is my niece and nephew. Carter and Callie. They’re twins.” William nodded toward the door. “That’s my brother, Bob.”
 
   “Will. Good to see you.” Bob stepped next to William and slapped him on the back. 
 
   It was easy to tell that they were brothers. Bob was about an inch shorter than William, and his dark hair was speckled with gray, but other than that they were nearly identical.
 
   Bob looked me up and down. “Who’s this, Will?”
 
   “Olivia Harris.”
 
   Carter was beginning to squirm so William set him on the ground but Callie had a death grip around his neck and refused to let go.
 
   “It’s nice to meet you, Bob.” I shook his hand.
 
   “Bob is just about the only sane member of the family,” William explained. He turned to his brother. “Where’s Courtney?”
 
   Bob’s cheek twitched. “She’s having one of her moods. She won’t be joining us today.”
 
   “Lucky Courtney,” I muttered, not realizing I had said it out loud.
 
   Both Bob and William laughed. Bob slapped William on the back again. “I like her already, Will. Good work.”
 
   “She spent twenty minutes experiencing the annual Carter parent interrogation. She’s fully indoctrinated now.” William forced a smile.
 
   Bob laughed again. “Well at least now Jean can stop questioning your sexuality.”
 
   “I need to pee,” Courtney announced emphatically. William and Bob exchanged a look.
 
   “I can take her,” I offered.
 
   Bob seemed relieved. “You don’t have to do that,” he protested lamely.
 
   “It’s not a problem.” I held out my arms and was surprised when Callie lunged into them. “You two can have some time to catch up.”
 
   “Thanks, Livy,” William said.
 
   Callie had some trouble getting the process started so I tried to distract her. “I hear you like alligators,” I said, remembering that William had bought her a souvenir in Florida.
 
   “And crocodiles,” she said with a big smile. “Uncle Will buys me one whenever he goes on trips. I have hundreds of them.”
 
   “That’s pretty cool.” I breathed a sigh of relief when Callie finally let go. I didn’t have a lot of experience getting kids to pee and the alligator thing was really all I knew about her.
 
   When she was done, she took my hand and led us back to where the guys were still talking. I could hear them speaking in hushed voices.
 
   “I’m telling you man, you need to tell her now. Waiting is only going to make it worse.”
 
   “I’m not saying anything until I know for sure.” William’s voice was strained. “What if it’s a lie? You don’t know how she is.”
 
   “What if it’s not a lie? This isn’t something that’s just going to go away.”
 
   “I need more time to think it over.”
 
   “In about eight months, you’ll be out of time. Don’t wait until the baby is here to tell her.” Bob glanced up from their conversation and saw me standing there with my mouth agape. “Shit.”
 
   “Daddy cursed!” Callie sang out with a giggle.
 
   I couldn’t feel my legs. The world started to spin around me as William turned around. One look in his eyes said I hadn’t misheard- William was going to be a father.
 
   “Olivia.” My name was nothing but a rush of air as it slipped through William’s lips.
 
   I marched past him, grabbing my coat on my way to the door. “Take me home.”
 
   “Wait. Olivia.” William grabbed for my arm but I jerked it away. He reached for me again and this time I actually shoved him away.
 
   “Home.” I nearly yelled the word and Callie’s eyes widened.
 
   William looked to Bob for support but he shook his head. “Take her home, Will. I’ll cover for you here.”
 
   “Liv, you have to talk to me at some point,” William said, as he started the car. “Just let me explain.”
 
   “There’s nothing to explain.” It was cold in the car but I was burning up. “You don’t owe me an explanation. You don’t owe me anything.”
 
   “Don’t talk like that.” William pulled onto the highway.
 
   “Why not? It’s true. It’s not like we are in a relationship or anything. We’re just fucking.” I squeezed my hands into tight fists.
 
   “Jesus, Olivia. You don’t really believe that, do you?” William slammed on the breaks when the car in front of us stopped abruptly. It gave him the opportunity to look at me. “I just introduced you to my parents.”
 
   “You sure did.” I flashed my eyes in his direction. “You introduced me to them, but didn’t bother to tell me you knocked up some other woman. So clearly this is a very serious relationship. Fuck off, William.”
 
   “I know. I should’ve told you. I know I should have. But I didn’t even know if it was true.” William tapped his hands on the steering wheel.
 
   “You sound like a total pig right now. You know that, right?” I tugged angrily at the ends of my hair. “Who is she?”
 
   William looked away. “Holly. My ex-girlfriend.”
 
   “How long were you together?”
 
   “Six months.” William was fidgeting in his seat. The car in front of us started moving and William pressed on the gas.
 
   “When did you break up?” This was the answer I was dreading.
 
   William cleared his throat and said, “Three weeks ago.”
 
   A laugh escaped me. “Three weeks ago? So right before we met?”
 
   “Yes. But we were fighting a lot for a month prior.” William rushed forward. “She called me last week and said that’s she thought she was pregnant. But Holly is a drama queen, and she lies to get what she wants.”
 
   “And she wants you?”
 
   William didn’t answer. We were quickly closing in on the city and nothing had been resolved. “It doesn’t matter what Holly wants, Livy. I want you. Nothing has changed.”
 
   “You’re going to be a father, William. She’s going to be the mother of your child. That changes everything.” 
 
   William moved into the right lane and started to take the exit. “No, William. I asked you to take me home.”
 
   “That’s where I’m going,” he said.
 
   “No, not to your home. I want to go to my home.”
 
   This time when William looked at me, his eyes were full of unguarded hurt. I was certain that mine were as well. Neither of us said another word except when I had to give him directions to my place. When he pulled up out front, I hurried to open the door.
 
   “Can I call you?” he said quickly.
 
   “Please don’t.” I slammed the door shut. As I was unlocking the door to my condo building, I glanced over my shoulder. William was still there. He hadn’t left me. With a very great effort, I turned my back on him and went inside.
 
   There are a lot of reasons you shouldn’t date your boss, but most of those reasons only matter once the fling is over. The number one reason being, you can’t escape them. I should’ve known that Tara’s New Year’s Eve party wouldn’t be a good idea, but I went anyway. At first, everything was fine. I was still reeling from the news about William being a baby daddy, but I was determined not to sit around feeling sorry for myself. We had only been together a few days and I wasn’t going to waste any time pretending it had been anything more than that.
 
   “That guy over there hasn’t stopped staring at you,” Tara friend, Lori, yelled in my ear. 
 
   “Who is he?” I could barely make out the top of his head over the crowd.
 
   “No idea. I can’t really see him, but he’s been looking over here all night.” Lori refilled my champagne glass. “It’s almost midnight and I think he wants to be your New Year’s kiss.”
 
   I had drunk just enough champagne to think that would be a good idea, so I began pushing my way through the crowd. Just as I made it to the other side of the room, everyone began the countdown at 30 seconds. At 25 seconds, my eyes found the guy Lori had pointed out.
 
   “Shit,” I said, looking directly into William Connor’s stunning eyes.
 
   The crowd was still chanting, and William’s eyes drew me forward. I was still mad and I wanted to yell at him, but something stronger was guiding me. I missed him.
 
   “William,” I said.
 
   He grabbed me by the arm and yanked me through the crowd. We were down to ten seconds. He opened the first door we came across and pulled me inside. Tara’s bedroom was empty and with the door closed behind us, we could still hear the countdown. William leaned over me and I pushed up on my tiptoes. Our lips met just as the crowd reached the number one and I rang in the New Year with William’s tongue in my mouth. This was not how things were supposed to go.
 
   “Stop.” I pushed him away. “What am I doing?”
 
   “Olivia, please. Don’t go.” William tried to hold on to me but I squirmed away. I stepped back into the crowded hallway and shoved my way to the front door. I dug through a stack of coats until I found mine and then I ran outside. The ground was covered in a mix of snow and ice so I had to slow down or risk falling.
 
   “Olivia!” William had better balance than me and it didn’t take him long to catch up. “Just give me two minutes, please.”
 
   “What? What are you going to say that will make this okay?” I turned to him and crossed my arms over my chest.
 
   “Holly isn’t pregnant,” he blurted it out through chattering teeth. Unlike me, he hadn’t bothered to grab his coat. “A friend of mine saw her out at a bar a couple of days ago, drinking everything in sight. I confronted her about it and she admitted that she made the whole thing up. She was trying to get me to take her back.”
 
   “William-” 
 
   He stopped me. “Livy, I was never going to take her back. Even if it had been true. I would’ve done anything and everything for the baby, but I was never getting back together with Holly. She’s a miserable human being, and even if she wasn’t, it was never going to happen.”
 
   “Why not?” I bit at my lip to keep it from trembling.
 
   “Because she’s not you.” William held his hands helplessly away from his sides. “I don’t want to be with anyone but you. Not now, not ever.”
 
   I was shaking now, and not from the cold. “I have to go,” I whispered. “I can’t do this.”
 
   “Why not?” William followed me down the sidewalk and I furiously tried to hail a cab. It was a nearly impossible feat on New Year’s Eve.
 
   “This wasn’t supposed to happen,” I yelled at him. “It was supposed to be one night. And then it was just supposed to be some random fun. You weren’t supposed to develop feelings for me and I certainly wasn’t supposed to fall for you.”
 
   I saw a thrill of delight in his eyes. “I knew it.”
 
   “Stop. Just stop.” A miracle happened when a cab saw my hand waving in distress. I tore open the door and dove inside.
 
   “Don’t do this, Olivia.” William leaned in the open cab window.
 
   “I’m sorry, William. I have to go.” I pushed the button to roll up the window. William backed away slowly, his halting breaths sending bursts of clouded air into the night sky.
 
   
 
   

 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER FOUR
 
   The next morning I had a giant hangover, and an even worse realization. In exactly one day, I would be boarding a plane to fly to D.C. for a business trip with William, Tara and another coworker, Dan. If I hadn’t already felt sick, that would’ve been enough to make me throw up.
 
   By strategically planning my arrival at the airport, I was able to avoid running into William until I boarded the plane. He was seated in business class when stepped aboard. He caught my eye as I walked past but neither of us said anything.
 
   My stomach churned during the flight. Tara was seated on my left and she kept shooting worried glances in my direction. I took my time departing the plane, hurrying only when Tara started to shove me forward. Just as I suspected, William was waiting.
 
   “Did you have a nice flight?” he asked all of us, but his eyes lingered on me.
 
   “Not as nice as yours, I’m sure.” I smiled as I said it but I was certain everyone detected the bitterness in my voice. 
 
   William went out of his way to make the rest of the day as uncomfortable as possible for me. He made sure to sit next to me on our cab ride, stood too close to me on the elevator, bumped against me as we walked to our client’s office and sat across from me at lunch, tapping his foot against mine repeatedly.
 
   “You have to stop it,” I said as we walked back to the hotel. Tara and Dan were walking several yards ahead of us discussing the next action to keep bad press away from our client, Palmroil, the world’s leading oil supplier that had just suffered a disastrous oil spill. William and I should’ve been right there with them, developing a strategy, but instead William kept brushing his hand against mine and I kept moving further away from him.
 
   “I’m not doing anything, Livy.” William brushed against me again. “You can’t stay away from me forever. You tried it before and you failed miserably.”
 
   Tara and Dan made it across the street before the light changed but William and I were forced to stop. Now we no longer had to be careful about what we did and said. This time when his hand touched mine, I slapped it away.
 
   “Olivia, seriously, stop it.” He grabbed my hand. “I made a mistake not telling you about Holly. I know it must have been awful finding out that way. But I didn’t want to upset you unnecessarily.”
 
   “This isn’t about Holly,” I said, jerking my hand back. “My anger isn’t about your mistake. It’s about mine.”
 
   “What do you mean?” The light had changed again and everyone around us began to cross the street but neither of us moved.
 
   “What happened at your parents’ house… everything that was said…,” I shook my head as I remembered it all. “It was just proof that this thing between you and me was never going to last.”
 
   “Says who? My parents? They have the most wretched marriage on the planet. I wouldn’t trust them to give relationship advice.” William grabbed both of my hands this time. “I’m not going to beg, Livy. I want you. I want to be with you. I know you want the same thing, but I can’t wait around forever. So the ball is in your court. You know where to find me.”
 
   He dropped my hands and stepped into the crosswalk. His strides were long and purposeful and I wasn’t the only one watching him. William was a man that drew attention wherever he went. Especially among the ladies. If I refused him, another woman would gladly take my place. That bothered me more than I cared to admit.
 
   The CEO of Palmroil, Mark Deston, insisted on taking us to dinner. Over steak and scotch, we laid out a detailed plan for minimizing the fallout on his company. An oil spill was never going to be acceptable, but if they followed our advice, they could reduce the public outcry and potential loss in revenue.
 
   Mark was seated to my right and I carefully explained his legal obligations as well as additional steps he should take to protect the company. William was seated across from us, swirling a glass of scotch. Dan jumped in with his public relations strategy and I took the opportunity to sip my own scotch. It was rich and smooth, not unlike the man seated across from me.
 
   The waitress came with new drinks and she leaned close to William, her ample breasts pushing against his shoulder. William stared straight ahead, his eyes on mine. I felt a familiar tightening inside me and I wanted to jump across the table and throw myself on him. I did the next best thing given the circumstances.
 
   After taking a slow, deliberate sip of scotch, I licked my lips while slipping my foot from my red pumps. William’s pupils dilated as he anticipated what would happen next. Fortunately, the table was intimate and William’s legs were only inches away from my own. I found his leg, and hooked my foot under the hem of his pants. I slid the tender skin on the arch of my foot up his leg. I took another drink from my glass and again licked my lips, this time looking up at William through my lashes. His knuckles whitened as he tightened his grip on his glass and he drew in a sharp breath.
 
   “I’m not sure. What do you think, Connor?” Mark turned in our direction and I continued to rub my foot against his leg, inching it higher and higher.
 
   “I think there’s no way you come out of this looking good. But if you listen to us, you can at least not look like a complete asshole,” William said through tight lips. I was impressed by his ability to multitask.
 
   “That’s all we can ask for at this point.” Mark raised his glass. “To not looking like a complete asshole.”
 
   We all tapped glasses and I finished my drink. “I apologize, Mark, but I’m not feeling very well. If you’ll excuse me, I think I’ll head back to the hotel.”
 
   “Of course, Olivia. I hope you feel better.” Mark stood and shook my hand.
 
   “I actually have some emails I need to answer. I’ll walk you back.” William slid smoothly from his seat. No one at the table but me suspected ulterior motives. “Goodnight. I’ll see you in the morning, Mark.”
 
   William waited until we had rounded the corner and had no way of being seen by anyone inside the restaurant before he pushed me up against the wall. “What you did back there was very bold.”
 
   “It was.” I tilted my head up so that I was looking him in the eye and then I reached down and grabbed his crotch. “So is this.”
 
   William actually growled and his mouthed closed over mine hungrily. I tasted the scotch on his lips and opened my mouth to allow him entrance. His tongue danced over mine, pulsing in a rhythm I knew all too well.
 
   “Hotel,” I managed to say when we pulled away for air.
 
   William winked and pinched my ass. “I love it when you take charge.”
 
   “Then I’d say you are in for a spectacular night.”
 
   The hotel was less than three blocks away, but the walk felt like an eternity to me. Since meeting William Connor, I found it impossible to be near him and not want to be even closer. He must have been feeling the same way because his long strides grew hurried and I struggled to keep up.
 
   “Mine or yours?” William said when we got on the elevator.
 
   “Mine. Your room is next to Dan’s.”
 
   William’s slender finger punched the button for the fifth floor. That same finger had punched my very personal buttons on more than one occasion. With the elevator doors closed, I was free to act on my desires. I had William pinned to the wall in seconds. This time it was my tongue that led the assault but he was quick to fight back. Our kissing had never been this passionate.
 
   I felt something vibrating against my upper thigh and it took a minute to register that it was William’s cell phone. The elevator doors opened on my floor, and he checked his phone while I led us down the hall.
 
   “I need to get this,” he said. I unlocked the door and held it open for him.
 
   “Connor.”
 
   Very quietly, I shut the door behind us. William’s face was intense and focused. It was definitely a business call.
 
   “I thought we had an agreement. You don’t have time to negotiate this.”
 
   Watching him pace my hotel room in his perfectly fitted suit, sounding strong and confident, I had a hard time controlling myself. William’s eyes flitted to me and he knew exactly what I was thinking. I sat on the bed and crossed my legs, letting the hem of my skirt slide up in the process. A small smile played at the corners of his lips.
 
   “Mark, we can discuss this in the morning. I advise you to spend some time deciding what you want from this partnership. We can’t perform miracles.” His face softened at something Mark said.
 
   “Sure. I’ll make sure Olivia heads the effort.” I raised a surprised eyebrow when I heard my name.
 
   “I’ll talk to you tomorrow, Mark.”
 
   William frowned slightly as he hung up the phone. He looked at it for a second and then set it on the desk.
 
   “Mark mentioned me?” I asked.
 
   He nodded. “He said you’re a smart woman and he wants you close to this.”
 
   “Do you need me to do anything tonight?” Sometimes when I was with William, I managed to forget that he was my boss. Regardless of what happened between us in the bedroom, I still had a job to do.
 
   “Mark can wait until tomorrow.” William’s smile returned and he slid out of his suit coat. “But I am going to need you to do some things for me tonight.”
 
   “I don’t mind putting in long hours,” I said, adding, “I’m here to please.”
 
   “Indeed.” William removed his tie and began unbuttoning his shirt. I stayed seated, enjoying the strip show. His blue dress shirt fell to the floor and he pulled his t-shirt over his head, revealing his perfectly chiseled body. His gray pants hung low on his hips and I wanted desperately to yank them down.
 
   Very slowly, he removed his shoes, socks and belt. “Were you planning on joining me anytime soon?” he asked, pointing out that I was still fully dressed. He stepped closer to the bed.
 
   “All in good time. You still have some work to do.”
 
   If William wasn’t already the CEO of his own company, he could have a great career as a male stripper. He removed a familiar foil packet from his pocket and placed it on the bed. The languid way he unbuttoned his pants and let them drop was insanely hot. His boxer briefs strained to keep his erection in check. Now it was my turn.
 
   I stayed on the bed as I unbuttoned my own dress shirt. When I slipped it from my shoulders I revealed the black lace bra underneath. Next, very skillfully, I slipped out of my skirt, keeping on my heels, fishnet thigh-highs and lace panties complete with garters. William was practically salivating.
 
   “I get the feeling you knew our night would end this way,” he said, lowering himself over me as I lay back on the bed. His lips hovered just over my skin and I could feel his warm breath tickling my exposed neck.
 
   “All of my nights with you end this way,” I pointed out.
 
   William blew cool air along the length of my neck, sending a delicious shiver through my body. “I want you very badly, Olivia Harris. I’m not sure I have the patience to finish neatly undressing you.”
 
   “So don’t,” I said. “Take me now.”
 
   It was the only encouragement William needed. He ripped the garters away, and tore the panties from my body. The rest of my clothing remained, including my heels. It took him even less time to remove his own underwear, allowing him to spring free at last. He was even bigger than I remember. I wanted him inside me.
 
   William had more restraint than me. He moved his hand down my thigh and I parted my legs farther, granting him easy access. I sucked in a sharp breath when his finger slipped over my clitoris, dancing a slow circle. My pelvis moved against him and his hand moved again. He parted my lips, and slipped a finger inside. His finger continued in a steady back and forth, lingering near the top to circle again before moving down once more.
 
   “You’re ready,” he said, pleased. I could have told him I was already wet with desire. The entire evening had been all the foreplay I needed.
 
   “I thought I already told you. Take me.” I grabbed for him, guiding him to my slick opening. I felt him jump in my hand and slowly I guided him in. He took over, sliding in slowly, a little at a time, so that it almost felt as if my body were doing the work. It was like I was pulling him in deeper until our bodies met, all the way in.
 
   William moved exquisitely slow. A long stroke in and out- a dreadful tease. He repeated this process several times, each time my body eagerly pressing against him for more. Then he changed pace- shorter movements, one right after another. The pulsing was steady and firm and I could feel myself begin to ripple around him. I grabbed at his back as my insides clutched him in violent spasms. I reached for his face and kissed him and William started moving again. He still moved slowly and with no urgency. We had all night, after all.
 
   He may not have been in a hurry, but I was dying to feel him release inside of me. I moved my body faster, hurrying him. My hands slipped lower on his back until I was grabbing his ass, clasping at him and pushing him even deeper. With each thrust, I circled my hips until I felt him let go at the same time as me, our bodies jerking and shuddering together as I held him against me.
 
   William collapsed on top of me from the exertion but now he rolled off me, pulling me with him so that I lay on his chest. He combed his hands through my hair repeatedly as we both waited for our hearts to settle and our breathing to calm.
 
   “I can’t stay away from you,” I confessed. “I try. I tell myself that it will be better for both of us. But my body won’t listen. It’s like I’m drawn to you.”
 
   “I know.” William’s chest rose as he took a deep breath. “Trust me, I know.”
 
   “Do you think your parents might have been right about us? That this is doomed to end.” 
 
   “I don’t know. I have never been a fan of listening to my parents.” I looked up at William when he asked, “What about your parents? Have you told them about us?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “No. Alright.” William looked miffed. “Are you planning to tell them about us?”
 
   The conversation made me realize just how little we actually knew about each other. We didn’t exactly spend a lot of time talking. I pushed away from William and sat on the bed, pulling off my heels, thigh highs and bra so that I was completely naked, but free. I hugged my knees to my chest and took a deep breath.
 
   “My parents are dead, William.” I felt his hand on the small of my back.
 
   “I’m sorry, Livy.”
 
   “How could you know? It’s not like we ever talk about anything important.” I could hear the bitterness in my voice.
 
   “You’re right,” William agreed. “We should talk more.”
 
   I gave him a sly smile. “It’s not really our fault. We just happen to be really good at other things.”
 
   William returned my smile. He pushed back on the bed so that he was sitting up as well. “Ask me something, Olivia. Anything.”
 
   I tapped my chin thoughtfully. Finally, we were getting to the good stuff. I had a chance to learn about the real William Connor. “You’ve never taken anyone home to meet your parents until me. Why?”
 
   William leaned his head back and half-closed his eyes. “I don’t know.”
 
   “Terrible answer.” I slapped his leg. “You can do better than that.”
 
   “Olivia, I honestly don’t know. I have no idea why I decided it would be a good idea to introduce you to those people.” A smile threatened to appear. “You’re just so different from the other women I’ve dated.”
 
   “Tell me about them.” I didn’t really want to hear about these other women, but I wanted to know more about William.
 
   “There’s not much to tell.”
 
   “What was your longest relationship?”
 
   William looked away. “I don’t know. Six months?”
 
   “So, Holly?” I felt a twisting in my chest.
 
   He shrugged. “I guess. But I wouldn’t exactly say we had a serious relationship. It just took me awhile to get around to breaking up with her.”
 
   “You realize that makes you sound like a total jerk?”
 
   William sat up abruptly. “Fine. Here goes. I’ve dated a lot of women, especially when I was younger. I have a lot of money, and it’s hard to find quality women. So eventually I stopped looking and settled for easy women. I had a lot of meaningless sex. Occasionally, I kept one of those women around for a little while. By the time I met Holly, I thought I was ready to have a real relationship, so I tried to make it work. But it didn’t take long to realize she was only after my money, so I ended it.” He reached over and rested his palm on my cheek. “Then I met you, and everything changed.”
 
   “How do I know you aren’t just saying what I want to hear to keep the sex coming?” Even as I asked the question, I knew he wasn’t just bullshitting me.
 
   William actually laughed. “Have you been paying attention? You made me beg and plead on multiple occasions for you to even give me a chance. If I was just looking for sex, I would’ve moved on a long time ago. And I certainly wouldn’t have introduced you to my mother. She’s a giant cock-block.”
 
   I laughed loudly at that. He was right.
 
   “My turn?” William asked. I could tell he had a list of questions he was dying to ask me. I cringed a little, but said yes.
 
   “When we were at the shelter, you seemed to know everything about that place. Down to the minutest of details, like where they keep the matches.” William’s hand had slid to my back and his fingertips grazed a light path down my spine. “You didn’t just volunteer there, did you?
 
   William Connor was too perceptive for his own good. “That’s true,” I said. “I may have changed some of the details about my past. After everything that happened with Paul, I didn’t have anywhere to go. I was in a pretty bad state physically, and I spent two weeks in the hospital recovering. On top of that, I had nowhere to live. Paul and I had been living together, and I was too scared to face him. I didn’t have any family I could rely on. The counselor at the hospital gave me information about the shelter. I lived there for two months until I was able to stand on my own two feet again.”
 
   I could see the anger in William’s eyes, but he fought hard to keep it in check. “What happened to Paul? Did he go to jail?”
 
   “I pressed charges.” I shifted my eyes away from William. “It was a first-time offense, and he was a sympathetic defendant. He promised the judge he would go to counseling and do community service. In the end, he got six months on probation and he was ordered to stay away from me.”
 
   “Fuck.” William’s anger was surfacing quickly.
 
   “Let’s talk about something else,” I suggested. “I can tell you about the time I got arrested for swimming in the Trevi Fountain in Rome.”
 
   My distraction was ineffective. William was still fuming. “What did he do to you? How bad was it?”
 
   “William, really. I don’t want to talk about it.” I turned away but William pulled me back. The intensity in his eyes scared me. “Why do you care so much?”
 
   “Because I care about you.” He took my hand. “Tell me. Please.”
 
   I could feel the emotion building inside me and I did my best to push it back down. I hated losing control. “Concussion. Three broken ribs. Punctured lung. Numerous contusions. Thirteen stitches.”
 
   I lifted my hair away from my face, showing him the scar at the hairline that was normally hidden. William’s soft fingers follow its path to where it ended just above my ear. I felt myself leaning into his touch.
 
   “I will never let anyone hurt you again, Livy. I promise.” He leaned over and kissed the scar, his lips sealing his promise.
 
   I closed my eyes and swallowed hard. “I promised myself I would never let anyone in again. I can’t get hurt like that again. Not physically, and not emotionally.”
 
   “You can let me in. I would never hurt you.” His lips moved from the scar to my cheek where a single tear had escaped. He kissed it away. “You’re mine now. I’ll do anything to protect you.”
 
   His words scared me. After Paul, I had never wanted to belong to anyone ever again. There was too much risk. Too big of a chance that I would get hurt. But with William, it was different. I wanted to belong to him, and I wanted him to belong to me. I needed him in my life and now he knew it. I had let William in, let him see my dark past and how damaged I was, and he hadn’t even flinched. William had stayed, and that was what scared me most.
 
   
 
   

 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER FIVE
 
   The bed next to me was empty when I woke up. I found a note on William’s pillow explaining that an emergency had come up at work and he had caught an earlier flight. Last night, I had been scared that William had stayed after hearing the details about my past. Now I was scared that he had left. What if he had changed his mind about being with me?
 
   When my flight landed in Chicago, I had a message from him saying he was sorry about taking off so early and that he would see me in the office. By the time I got downtown, several emails had come through and I knew that whatever had brought William back early was about to effect all of us. He called an urgent meeting and I made it to the conference room just in time.
 
   “Mark from Palmroil called me early this morning.” William sat at the head of the conference room table. The CFO sat to his right, and Dan sat to his left. I wondered why Tara hadn’t been invited to the meeting but William hadn’t exactly opened the floor for questions. “He expressed some concerns about our failure to alert him to possible EPA requirements to implement the SPCC plans.”
 
   Now I understood why Tara wasn’t present. She had been responsible for researching the SPCC plan requirements. William’s dark eyes settled on my face. “Olivia, I was under the impression that you and Tara were taking care of the EPA regulations.”
 
   “That’s true. I researched the reporting requirements, and Tara was looking into the countermeasure plans.” I returned his stare. “What is Mark’s concern?”
 
   “Mark spoke with Tara last night after dinner,” William said. What he meant was, Mark spoke with Tara after we had left dinner early to screw in my hotel room. “She told him there was nothing to worry about. That the SPCC countermeasures wouldn’t apply in this case.”
 
   “But that’s ridiculous. This case is exactly what the countermeasures were designed for.” I could feel myself become indignant. “Mark must be lying.”
 
   William’s jaw clenched. “I already spoke to Tara about it. She confirmed his allegations, saying it was what you had told her.”
 
   “You have got to be kidding. I wasn’t even responsible for those plans.” I glared at William, resenting him for treating me like this in front of my peers.
 
   “I didn’t say that I believed her,” William clarified, but he was equally hostile. “We had specific discussions yesterday about who would be responsible for the various aspects of the EPA, and Dan confirms that Tara was in charge of researching this area.”
 
   “Then what is the purpose of this meeting?” I was still angry, but the rush of heat was fading.
 
   “I wanted to let you all know that as of this morning, Tara has been let go. She was asked to empty her office. I refuse to employ someone that lies to me and refuses to take accountability for their mistakes.” William turned to Dan. “You will be taking over her responsibilities on the Palmoil case.”
 
   We sat in stunned silence. None of us had seen this coming. William cleared his throat. “That’s all. You are dismissed.”
 
   It was the most he had ever sounded like an ordinary boss, barking orders. I didn’t like this side of him. We avoided eye contact as I left the room, and I hurried to my office. As I rounded the corner, I ran directly into Tara. If looks could kill, I would have died instantly.
 
   “Thanks a lot,” she growled, her arms carrying a box filled with her possessions.
 
   “Tara, I didn’t have anything to do with this.”
 
   She didn’t listen to my protest. “I saw you.”
 
   “Saw me? Saw me where?” Tara wasn’t making any sense.
 
   “I saw you after the holiday party, getting into the cab with Connor. And I saw the two of you duck into my bedroom on New Year’s Eve.” She continued to glare at me and if her arms hadn’t been full, I’m certain she would’ve slapped me.
 
   “Tara, it’s not what you think.” But in a way, it was exactly what she thought. I was sleeping with the boss.
 
   “You told him to fire me, didn’t you? And of course, he listened.” She smirked. “I guess you don’t have to worry about job security as long as you continue to spread your legs.”
 
   “Tara, I didn’t. I would never do that to you.”
 
   She shook her head furiously. “Just stop. Stop pretending you aren’t a back-stabbing slut. Don’t worry, when Connor is tired of screwing you, you’ll get what’s coming to you.”
 
   I watched her storm away and my chest tightened painfully. The thing that I had feared most since becoming involved with William was now a reality. Someone we worked with had found out.
 
   I needed to talk to someone about it, and I couldn’t go to William. In this case, he was my boss first and my lover second. I needed an impartial party, so I called Thomas. We had been friends for half our lives, and in addition to being a good listener, he had no problem letting me know when I was being an idiot. We met after work at the bar downstairs and it didn’t take long for him to scold me.
 
   “You didn’t really think you could sleep with your boss and not have it come back and slap you in the face, did you?” Thomas flashed his teeth. He was always smiling, even when he was calling me stupid. It was part of his charm.
 
   “No, I didn’t think that. I knew something like this would happen.”
 
   “You just didn’t care?” He ran a hand through his blond hair.
 
   I sighed and took a long drink from my beer. “I cared, I just didn’t care enough.”
 
   My phone vibrated on the table and I glanced at it. I saw William’s name on the screen and despite still being angry with him, I felt myself smile.
 
   “Uh oh. You like this guy,” Thomas observed. “You are totally smitten.”
 
   I rolled my eyes at Thomas and checked the message. William wanted to talk. I let him know that I was downstairs having a drink with a friend.
 
   “I’m not smitten,” I said without conviction.
 
   “Lie to yourself all you want, Harris.” Thomas took my phone away. “I listened to your problems, now you get to listen to mine.”
 
   “Trouble in paradise?” I asked. Thomas was always fighting with his fiancé, Sophia. I had only met her a handful of times because she didn’t approve of my friendship with Thomas.
 
   “Always,” Thomas said. He launched into their latest drama, something about how Thomas spends too much time with his friends. I wanted to be as good of a listener for him as he was for me, but it was at least the fiftieth time I had heard a nearly identical story from him.
 
   At one point, I found myself scanning the room and I saw William enter, with Lana’s husband Trevor as his side. They stopped at the bar, and then William saw me. At first, he smiled. Then he noticed my company and his smile wavered. Trevor also noticed, and he said something to William that made him flinch.
 
   “Thomas, I’m sorry to interrupt.” I jumped off my chair but William was already headed for us. I stopped him a few feet from our table. “William.”
 
   “What the fuck, Olivia?” he said, staring daggers at Thomas.
 
   “Calm down, William. We’re just friends.” I had never seen William behave this way. He wasn’t the jealous type. 
 
   Thomas noticed the commotion and came over. “Is everything okay here, Livy?”
 
   William lunged for him, catching Thomas off-guard. They tumbled into the nearest table, sending drinks flying.
 
   “William, stop it. What the hell are you doing?” I grabbed for him but I couldn’t get a grip. He pulled his arm back to punch Thomas, but Trevor managed to pull him away.
 
   “Come on, man. Not here.” Trevor got a tight grip on him and pulled him toward the front door.
 
   “Are you okay?” I gave Thomas a quick look, and he seemed relatively unscathed. I
 
    smoothed down his shirt and checked to make sure he wasn’t bleeding.
 
   “What the hell was that about?” he asked, still in shock.
 
   “I have no idea, but I’m going to find out. I’ll be back.”
 
   I found William outside the bar, pacing up and down the sidewalk. Normally the sight of him made my stomach flutter, but this time it churned instead.
 
   “Do you care to explain yourself?” I demanded.
 
   “I can’t believe you,” he said. “How could you meet with him?”
 
   “He’s my friend, William. He has been a part of my life for a long time. Did you think I would cut everyone out of my life for you?” I felt like throwing something at him.
 
   Trevor pulled up in his car and William reached for the door handle. “I can’t deal with you right now. I’m too angry.”
 
   “You’re too angry? That’s classic.” I scoffed at him. “Call me when you are ready to discuss this in a civilized manner.”
 
   “I’m leaving town tomorrow. I’m going skiing in Utah.” William gave me a long look. “We can talk when I get back.”
 
   “Fine.” I turned my back on him and stormed inside. This was a side of William I had never seen, and after seeing it, I wasn’t sure I wanted to talk to him ever again.
 
   Thomas was more forgiving than me and managed to shake it off after another drink. I, meanwhile, was still burning with rage the next day when Lana called.
 
   “I heard what happened last night,” she exclaimed. I held the phone a few inches from my ear. “I can’t believe it.”
 
   “I know. William was acting crazy.”
 
   “Not William. You!” Lana screeched.
 
   “Me? What about me?” 
 
   “You met up with Paul? That’s just about the craziest thing I’ve ever heard.” She was actually yelling now.
 
   I stuttered. “What? What are you talking about, Lana? I wasn’t with Paul. I was with Thomas.”
 
   “Thomas? No, that’s not what Trevor said.” Lana stopped abruptly. “Oh shit.”
 
   “Oh shit, what?” I had a bad feeling I knew what Lana was going to say.
 
   “I think Trevor made a mistake. He saw you with Thomas, and got confused. He knows about Paul, and he met him that one time at that party. But Thomas kind of looks like Paul, especially from a distance…” Lana trailed off.
 
   “So Trevor told William that I was with Paul? Are you kidding me?” Now I was the one that was screaming.
 
   “This is bad, Liv.”
 
   “Ya think? No wonder William freaked out.” I felt like throwing up. “And he left town this morning, so I can’t even explain to him what happened.”
 
   “Oh, Liv. I’m so sorry. Trevor didn’t mean anything. He was just trying to help in his own ridiculous way.” Lana said something to someone in the background. “Trevor knows where William is skiing. He can give you the information.”
 
   “What am I going to do with that? He’ll never answer the phone.” William had made it clear he didn’t want to talk to me until he returned to Chicago.
 
   “You should go there!” I could hear the excitement in Lana’s voice. “It will be so romantic. You can just show up and explain everything.”
 
   “Lana, my life isn’t a movie. I can’t just drop everything and run off to some mountain in Utah because of some guy.” It went against every feminist bone in my body.
 
   Lana felt differently. “Why not? You care about him. You want to be with him. So go. Go be with him.”
 
   “I can’t,” I said again, this time weakly.
 
   “Stop being a little bitch and man up,” she said. I had never heard Lana speak that way and it made me laugh. “I’m having Trevor email you the details. If you don’t book the flight, I’m doing it for you.”
 
   I thought over my options. I could wait until William got back from his trip. We would talk, and I would explain what really happened. He would apologize for jumping to conclusions and I would apologize for not doing a better job explaining who Thomas was. We would make up. That was the best-case-scenario.
 
   But it was just as likely that William would spend his vacation stewing in his anger, and he might not give me a chance to explain when he returned. That would make my own anger build, and we might never sort out the truth.
 
   Lana had presented me with a third option. I could take charge, and make things right between us. I could admit that William was important enough to me that I would be willing to put the rest of my life on hold for him. I could go to him and make him listen.
 
   If I listened to Lana, I risked regretting my actions. But if I didn’t listen to Lana, I could risk regretting everything. That wasn’t a risk I was willing to take. The decision was made.
 
   “Okay. I’m going to Utah.”
 
   TO BE CONTINUED…
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