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    One tequila. Two tequila. Three tequila; floor.  
 
    Woe is me. I’d turned to liquor to lighten my mood.  
 
    Only, I think they switched booze on me, because it stopped working an hour ago.  
 
    I’m not one of those women who dwell on the crappy hands they’ve been dealt in life. Abandoned by a father. Depressed, emotionally catatonic mother and a dead brother thrown into the cement mixer to top the crap sundae.  
 
    They’re events that have shaped me, sure.  
 
    But I don’t let those negatives define me. 
 
    And other lies I tell myself. 
 
    Of course, I do.  
 
    But like any sexually-confident, in control of her own destiny woman of New York I could shove my head in the dirt and pretend everything is fine even when the room around me was blazing fire and I couldn’t see the exits.  
 
    I could ignore the emotional downpour and ignore the quicksand around me that was trying to drag me under. 
 
    I hated the feeling of inadequacy.  
 
    Nine days out of ten I could be the sassy, outspoken fun-loving woman I portrayed to the world. Sure, it was all a farce. But still…  
 
    India Josephine Rivera, twenty-six, and the youngest Chief Creative Officer in Marina Finch advertising agency.  
 
    That’s who I am.  
 
    I’m the type who played as hard as I worked and never … ever allowed the dominoes of the past get me down. 
 
    But, fuck me. Life was horrifically unfair sometimes. 
 
    That tenth day sometimes snuck up on me like a freight train without its headlights and every shitty hand I’ve ever been dealt weighed heavier until each breath became a chore under the crushing suffering.  
 
    Each breath I wondered why I kept working my lungs.  
 
    Sometimes it just felt as though every step of life was a different chapter of goodbye.  
 
    Let’s just say that’s why I was drunk in a bar on a Tuesday night, pouring my despairs into shot glasses of tequila and into the ears of a very patient Irish bartender. 
 
    It’s also why I did something foolish. 
 
    But then what drunk woman ever said; hey, this was a wonderful idea and I don’t have regrets at all. 
 
    I said I was sassy, not that I was smart.  
 
    I don’t even know if he’ll come. 
 
    But isn’t that the point when being as drunk as my late granny Dillie every Christmas Eve? The give no fucks were in strong force. Not like during the daylight hours when my rational side wouldn’t have allowed me to text him, let alone ask for help.  
 
    I never, ever ask for help.  
 
    I’ve abided by this one rule my whole life.  
 
    Because you can’t rely on people. The moment you do they let you down. 
 
    Jaded? Oh, hell yeah, I am.  
 
    I’m also realistic.  
 
    Pessimistic with a slight allure towards optimism.  
 
    I’m a contradiction to myself.  
 
    I sloppily texted the guy I sort of had an insta-crush on a year ago. You know the kind of guy, you see them for that one brief second with their sweep of hero hair and piercing sex eyes and hard-pouty mouth, and your heart beats out from between your legs and all you can think of is carnal acts down on the floor like the farm animals do. 
 
    I wanted to fuck him is what I’m saying.  
 
    I’ve thought about him too much in the last year at odd times until my belly cramped like a pretzel. Him and his imperial eyebrows and steadfast gaze that felt like he was digging into my psyche and grabbing at all my secrets.  
 
    I’m not a sloppy drunk, nor do I cry a lot or ever.  
 
    But what I am when inebriated is emotional.  
 
    My emotions flood back under all my perfectly placed guards, crumbling like crackers and it’s like being attacked by mosquitos.  
 
    The sting was awful.  
 
    I didn’t drink to excess for this very reason, as I teetered on my stool, elbow on the bar, hand under my chin while I watched the bartender making drinks for a lively bunch of women down the other end. He managed to pour five different drinks in a matter of a minute, also wiping the bar, taking cash, handing over the change and doing this at the same time as flirting. 
 
    Color me impressed. 
 
    “You’re good at that.” I told him when he came back my way. I was nursing a tequila, but the taste wasn’t as nice as the first sip, so I mostly was stirring the black straw through the liquid. At that point when my stomach was refusing more liquor it’s a sure sign to get my ass home.  
 
    But I couldn’t face it. 
 
    Couldn’t face the letter terminating my tenancy in one short month because the building in the meat packing district I lived in had suddenly sold to a developer who was turning them into whatthefuckever I didn’t care what. I was going to be homeless on top of losing my job—because telling my boss where she could stick her demoted position wasn’t my greatest idea on the day my life fell apart. So, I not only burnt my bridge when I tossed that match, I smoked it to the ground.  
 
    No home. 
 
    No job. 
 
    And it’s the anniversary of my baby brother’s death.  
 
    I should be drunker than I am to deal with this because shit comes in threes.  
 
    “Good at what?” The Irish lilt, softer than a warm pillowcase straight from the dryer drifted through my ears and any other time I would have flirted outrageously with the hot bartender.  
 
    He’s just my type. Handsome and forgettable.  
 
    And I mean the bang his brains out type, not boyfriend material.  
 
    I don’t even know if I have a type for that since I’ve never done long term. Shocking. Not. It’s assumed all women want marriage right from high school. I went in the opposite direction as fast as I could and never once looked back. 
 
     Not since my freshman year of college have I tried being in a relationship and even then, it was hardly anything memorable. 
 
    Plus, the bastard cheated on me with no less than three cheerleaders I was friends with. I hope he gave them herpes. I hope those cheerleaders are fat with six brats hanging off each sagging tit.  
 
    I bet they’re happy though. 
 
    Am I happy? Debatable.  
 
    Maybe the tequila held the answer. I blinked looking down in to the glass. Nope, no answers there.  
 
    But quick flings with guys like the hot bartender? I used to think I was awesome at those. 
 
    Love ‘em and leave ‘em. Two weeks max had been my record for seeing the same guy. Leaving me less satisfied than ever. 
 
    God. I’m truly pitiful.  
 
    It might be the booze talking, but I felt cheap. 
 
    What the fuck was wrong with me?  
 
    The monosyllabic drum pounding through my temples answered to only one name and its tequila. That rancid whore. 
 
    I’m never drinking again.  
 
    There comes a time in every wild party girl’s life that the jig is up, and you have to admit you’re not having fun and haven’t in a long fucking time.  
 
    For me it was about two years ago.  
 
    But it’s easier to pretend you’re the soul of the party scene with the big hair, ruby red lips and loud personality than it is to admit why you’re not happy.  
 
    I went through the motions because while I did I could forget the reality of what my life really presented.  
 
    And that wasn’t much of anything.  
 
    A job I didn’t really like but was surprisingly great at with excellent money I couldn’t walk away from.  
 
    A circle of friends I didn’t let get too close to me.  
 
    And relationships? What were those?  
 
    I’d forgotten how to truly connect with another person.  
 
    I belatedly realized hot Irish barman was waiting on my answer. I tracked my gaze up his loose gray shirt over a white tee and keep on going up the strong jawline and piercing green eyes before I took a second look at his mahogany colored hair, shaggy in style. Perfect for hands to grip onto if— 
 
    But I felt nothing for that pretty face and it’s no point in pretending just to use him as a distraction.  
 
    I smiled and motioned to the crowd. “Handling a lot of people.”  
 
    He inclined his head with a twitch of a charming smirk and nope, I felt nothing.  
 
    I stewed on my seat and wondered how long I’d stay before I eventually had to go home and face the shit-storm life just crapped into my lap.  
 
    Maybe another hour. 
 
    After all I had a good sulk going.  
 
    No point in wasting it.  
 
    And my heart hurt.  
 
    I didn’t want to be known for being the woman with a string of one-night stands on her rap sheet because she was afraid of emotional intimacy.  
 
    I’m a serial dater. I lapped up any crumb of attention and do you know why? 
 
    Here it is. Get ready for it; I’m lonely. 
 
    India’s always good for a fast screw. Yeah, I overheard that mess on my way out of the office.  
 
    Any other day when I wasn’t holding my emotions together with duct tape I would have ripped shitface Dominic’s balls off in front of his tiny, little cackling friends. Asshole. 
 
    Was he right? Is that what people think about me? Fuck them. They can’t sex shame me. I’m so done with men though.   
 
    In the same vein I didn’t want to only be defined by my crippling anxiety either. 
 
    The chaotic stretch of island we’re all packed into didn’t afford me much shelter or peace on a night like tonight. Long stored grief was attacking my heart one hard guilt riddled thump after another.  
 
    I sat grasping my unwanted drink, with hockey fans cheering around me.  
 
    It’s always been easy to get lost in the heart of Manhattan.  
 
    The city that never sleeps packed to the rafters of people and all their own wants and needs. I could have moved anywhere after college, the choices were limitless, but I ended up right back here not far from my parent’s house because why? I didn’t want mom on her own in the grief we were trapped in.  
 
    And then when dad of the year took off suddenly one day because his grief was worse than everyone else’s apparently, there was no way I could leave mom. 
 
    Now I was stuck. 
 
    She refused to move into the city with me and being in the suburbs of Staten Island I would have died a slow, boring jam making death.  
 
    So, I existed in two worlds.  
 
    Belonging in neither. 
 
    Pathetic, right?  
 
    I’m twenty-six with the burden of everyone else’s problems on my plate and no one had a clue. 
 
    How I wish I really was the party girl I’m known for. 
 
    Good old India. Always up for a good time. Partying until dawn. Doing crazy things and hooking up with faceless guys. 
 
    That’s me. 
 
    I’m a closeted mess.  
 
    And I hated being me.  
 
    Okay. I don’t hate all of me.  
 
    I’m never going to shame myself for liking sex. 
 
    I like sex and I’ve liked sex with a lot of different men and women.  
 
    Some better than others.  
 
    I’m accomplished. I can get shit done on very little notice.  
 
    I’m reliable as a fucking mountain donkey carrying a back full of bricks.  
 
    My legs never buckled out from underneath me.  
 
    But emotionally? Mess dot com.  
 
    Most days I’m a contradiction to myself.  
 
    From who I outwardly portray to the anxiety peppered woman I truly am inside. 
 
    I’m like the duck.  
 
    Elegant as hell gliding his shit on top of the water, not a feather ruffled at all, just enjoying the shit out of his day.  
 
    But beneath the water his little legs are working madly just to stay afloat. 
 
    I can feel it now. Even as my brain swam drunkenly around its own intoxicated pond and the memories of things I’d rather forget started knocking on the door.  
 
    The anxiety was there waiting for the best opportunity to fuck me up. 
 
    My palms sweated.  
 
    And my breathing became irregular. 
 
    All I needed now was the deathly heavy sensation in my chest to make my head dizzy and we have the trifecta of an impending anxiety attack. 
 
    Oh, joy. 
 
    I tried to concentrate on the big TVs up above the bar.  
 
    Distract and refocus.  
 
    I drank to drown the pain, but the pain had learned to swim.  
 
    There’s so much shit crowding on my plate it’s insufferable to know which to deal with first.  
 
    Obviously, it needs to be the job. 
 
    Or my apartment.  
 
    Without either of those things I’m royally screwed.  
 
    I need a job to afford an apartment and I need an apartment because I’m not strong enough to be a bridge troll. Where would all my shoes go?  
 
    Suddenly I’m a mouth breather. 
 
    In and out I chugged air as the swell of panic rose. 
 
    God. Not here. I came out tonight for this very reason, so I could be surrounded in people and noise and commotion. 
 
    I couldn’t go into full blown anxious meltdown in an Irish bar full of fucking strangers watching hockey. 
 
    I’d rather die.  
 
    And isn’t that my motto in life; I’d rather die than let another human being see me being human with real human emotions.  
 
    I’m a fucking wreck. 
 
    I’m a god damn robot is what I truly am. 
 
    I locked so much away a long time ago that my storage key rusted, and I can no longer access it even if I wanted to free it.  
 
    “You okay, darling?” The barman asked and when I looked up his green eyes were masked in concern. 
 
    I think I smiled and nodded. “Oh, yeah. Just tired.”  
 
    I’m great at lying.  
 
    I wouldn’t be able to sleep for love nor money.  
 
    And especially not when I have two fat problems to worry over.  
 
    God, how laughable is this? I probably have twenty thousand buck’s worth of shoes in my closet and I’m contemplating where I could afford to live in a months’ time.  
 
    Where will I work now? I’ve been in advertising since I graduated college. It wasn’t something I wanted to do. I fancied myself in hotel management, but the job landed in my lap and I thought why not. I could do it for a year or so. Fast forward these years later.  
 
    I hated the job, but I liked the routine and focus of it. 
 
    Knock me off my routine and the swell of my worry became like a fucking tsunami.  
 
    “Looks to be you have company.” The bartender informed. My brow puckered confused. Until his gaze drew mine to the door and there he was. 
 
    Oh, fuck, shit. 
 
    He’d come 
 
    My text. 
 
    Suddenly the distraction I’d been looking for was gazing right back at me and my heart began hammering in a disjointed tempo inside my breast bone.  
 
    God. I’d just about forgotten that damn text. 
 
      
 
    India: Hey, mister sugar daddy shoe man, do you remember me? It’s India. We met one time in a café and you wanted to take care of me like a dirty old man. I’m in need of a white knight if you have ten minutes. I’m at O’Dooley’s.  
 
      
 
    He’s doing nothing but standing in the doorway.  
 
    I knew of man-spreading on the subway.  
 
    Is stand-spreading a thing?  
 
    He’s got to be at least 6 feet and more inches.  
 
    I’m desperate to ask if anyone had a tape measure so we could know the exact number of how gorgeous he was. I’d forgotten how lovely and big he was.   
 
    I clipped my ravenous gaze over his form.  
 
    A brown leather jacket I could tell would be well worn and soft to the touch, distressed jeans encased to his long legs, a white V-neck T-shirt and his ensemble was finished perfectly with scuffed Timberlands.  
 
    He was so casually fuckable.  
 
    His chin had the kind of scruff that made a woman weak in the knees and then I moved up to his hair and my fingers itched to thread through the dark locks. It was styled but messy enough to indicate he probably didn't have a 200 bucks cut from his personal stylist. 
 
    Five minutes ago, I was done with men and now I’m slurping back drool before it could drip from my gaping mouth and hungry-eating eyes.  
 
    And just like that those low, intimate muscles between my legs tightened up in a fast clutch, my nipples turned to spikes beneath the thin cotton. Inside my shoes, all ten of my toes curled under. 
 
    His gray eyes—and I knew they were gray because I’d stared at them constantly when he was opposite me that day at brunch. The color magnetic—already trained on me, he’d watched me peruse him from top to toe. 
 
    I wouldn’t be unnerved by him.  
 
    No matter how utterly, devastatingly gorgeous he was.  
 
    My head swam as the alcohol coursed through me. It was hard to discern between fantasy and reality and the bar narrowed down to one man standing in the doorway watching me. My pulse thump-thump-thumped.  
 
    That stare. Holy god. It’s what intense was invented for.  
 
    He moved then.  
 
    Glided like a fucking Roman warrior parting the crowd with just his lean frame to get to me. 
 
    My brain too dazzled in internet shopping mogul Gray Ellison and watching the mechanical way his body shifted in alignment to get him from A to B that I’m overwhelmed now for a whole new reason. 
 
    And it has to do with the throbbing between my legs.  
 
    My god, could he hear my vagina humming?  
 
    Has walking ever been considered sexy before? Maybe in a Henry Cavill movie. Not real life. Not in a bar and not walking towards me.  
 
    Sexual longing jangled my bell and now it wouldn’t shut up.  
 
    Why the hell did I text him again?  
 
    He hadn’t replied, and I’d sagged a breath of relief that maybe I’d gotten the wrong number, or he was involved with someone and ignored it. 
 
    Oh, shit. What if he’s married? A lot could happen in a year. He could have a kid even!  
 
    I’m too drunk to rationally work through the logistics of why he came and if he’s entangled with a gorgeous brunette with legs up to her perfectly threaded eyebrows. 
 
    I have great sculpted brows, thank you very much. I paid enough for them from a little Turkish lady who almost always ripped off my skin.  
 
    My walloping heart nearly knocked me from the stool when he got closer. 
 
    I wouldn’t mind working up a good steam with him.  
 
    And then. Oh shit, Gray Ellison smiled from one side of his mouth. 
 
    Perfect fucking pillow soft lips and I felt it happen. 
 
    The crash and the tumble of my insides.   
 
    My belly turned and flopped over. A dead fish of lust. 
 
    One devastating smile and I was gone.  
 
    Reflexively my fingers grabbed the bar. 
 
    “Hello, sweetheart. Your message was better late than never. I heard you’re in need of a rescue.” He said just like that. A deep timber scratching over my skin making me warm and dizzy. A great bear growl from soft, pink lips surrounded in day old facial hair and I’m toast. 
 
    Gray Ellison with ten short words tied my tongue in knots and caused my clit to pulse. 
 
    Why the hell did I text him again? 
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    That couldn’t be all it took for him to make me . . . horny. 
 
    One superhero penetrating glance and a quirk of a grin, a whiff of his masculine, spiced cologne and I’m ready to go right here down on the floor. 
 
    My hormones were always unreliable, little randy bastards when under the influence of 55% proof tequila. I glared at my glass before shoving it away.  
 
    I felt the lazy sweep of his gaze when he leaned his whole body using his elbow to keep him sexily slouched on the bar. Deep eyes reaching up beneath my clothes, making me uncomfortably hot and so damn needy it was a miracle I wasn’t howling my relief. 
 
    He smelled incredible.  
 
    The kind of good that took a woman’s brain into a bedroom, locking the door behind them.  
 
    But I’ve imagined his intense examination of me.  
 
    He probably thought I looked a hot mess. 
 
    Hello, drunk, remember. 
 
    Drunk girl in a bar he didn’t know texting him pathetic crap. Yeah, he probably thought I was a hot mess.  
 
    He could be married. Remember that too, silly, drunk girl.  
 
    “Are you married?” I blurted the moment the thought formed, with my brain swaying in tequila infested waters I wanted to snap the words back and bitch-slap my own damn mouth. 
 
    But all to come out of Gray was a crackling of laughter that reached into my chest and squeezed something I thought was gone.  
 
    My heart lurched. 
 
    Man, he was pretty.  
 
    Rugged-boy pretty for a guy much older than me. I wondered what he looked like when he was twenty. I bet he was just as gorgeous, but you know what they say about getting better with age. Suddenly I felt the obsession in me swell to see pictures of a younger Gray Ellison. Rangy with his hair longer I just bet. Mister popular. Maybe not a jock. He’d be the brain, the hot intelligent college boy.  
 
    Perfect side burns with a sprinkling of silver in his black hair that only made him more distinguished and had I mentioned those pouty, suckable lips? I was having depraved thoughts of what those lips could do if we were alone. 
 
    I knew he was forty-ish because I’d quizzed him that day I’d forced my best friend—who worked for Gray—into inviting him over to join us.  
 
    I couldn’t help myself.  
 
    One look and my ovaries starting vibrating. 
 
    Instant attraction that day swept my feet out from under me.  
 
    I’d wanted Gray Ellison immediately and instead of acting on that attraction, I’d shied away. He’d asked for my number when Sena visited the bathroom. I’d laughed and told him nope, I didn’t do that. So, he’d plugged his number into my phone and said he’d wait for my call because he wanted to take me on a date.  
 
    I chickened out big time and why? Because I knew it wouldn’t be just a casual hook up with Gray Ellison. In fact, the things I’d felt for him that day all came crashing back, swarming and heating me all over.  
 
    “Hi,” I croaked. “Sorry, ignore that. None of my business.”  
 
    I stared at the distinct bow curving the top of his lip and wondered if anyone had ever sucked him right there. Of course, they had.  
 
    “I’m not married, sweetheart. I’d be a giant dick if I’d left my wife at home to come to a bar for another woman, wouldn’t I?”  
 
    Oh, lovely. Now I was thinking of his giant dick and I warned my eyes that if they even dared to look at his crotch I was poking them out with an olive pick.  
 
    God, his voice. It was bottomless and rich. His voice was hot chocolate with a triple squirt of fresh cream. It’s a voice that would go directly to a woman's hips. 
 
    Even with the pumping sound of excitable sports fans in the background, I heard every syrupy syllable scrape over my inner stomach, the reverberation vaulted an extra quiver of exhilaration across my back. 
 
    I’m so glad he’s here. 
 
    And wasn’t that just insane, really?  
 
    I didn’t know him from Adam. Save for an hours’ worth of conversation a whole year ago he could be anyone. For all I knew his hobby was making skin suits from unsuspecting, tipsy bitches. 
 
    But there it was. Relief he was here. He’d come. And crazily he seemed happy to see me too. I wasn’t imagining that, was I? 
 
    “Don’t try to make a skin suit out of me, mister. I’m warning you, I’m fluent in making men cry.” I announced, and he laughed again, this time dipping his head over his hands. When he looked up he had a perfect dimple in the middle of his cheek. A fucking dimple I wanted to lick.  
 
    Who the hell was testing me right now?  
 
    “I can honestly say it never crossed my mind but now I have to ask what cogs turned in your brain and came up with that?” 
 
    “Well—you know. Serial killers. Don’t you watch Dateline? Handsome guy meets a pretty blond woman,” I fluttered my lashes and offered him a grin, “in a bar, next thing she knows she has no skin and he has a new trophy hanging in his kill basement.”  
 
    Forget Paul Spector, Gray would be the sexiest serial killer. 
 
     “I don’t know who this Paul Spector is, but at least I’m sexier than him, right?” 
 
    Oh, shit. I slapped a hand over my mouth only to see him smirking like a little boy with his hand in the cookie jar. 
 
    Why did I find that adorable?  
 
    “I said that out loud, didn’t I?”  
 
    He nodded. Grinned.  
 
    But then it occurred to me. Smart bitch that I was. That if I was drunk I could totally take advantage and flirt freely with him and he wouldn’t take me seriously. I was free to worship all his pretty-man face and touch his strong arms and giggle and tell him how sexy I found him, and it would be hassle free because no one trusted the word of a drunk person, right?  
 
    “Those lips,” I started and watched his eyes darken immediately, “are incredible. Did anyone ever tell you that, Grayson?” 
 
    “Just Gray.” 
 
    “Huh?” My not so attentive eyes were still on his mouth watching him form letters and occasionally lick them.  
 
    “My name. It’s just Gray.” 
 
    I blinked. “Not short for Grayson?  Huh. I was sure it would be. I think Grayson sounds sensual on my tongue.” 
 
    He grinned again. Just a twitch of his side-mouth this time but it was no less powerful hitting me right where it hurt … in my panties.  
 
    Around us the bar continued to go on breathing and swelling. The hot bartender walked back and forth serving his drinks, sweeping a cloth over things.  
 
    “You don’t think Gray is sexy?” He teased.  
 
    And because I had an inch of sassy underneath all my woe-is-me I rolled a shoulder and twitched him a smile I hoped translated as kittenish and didn’t make me look like a troll. “Grayson is sexier.”  
 
    The soft, rolling syllables of his name held the power to melt me. 
 
    “It’s good to see you, India.”  
 
    Heart meet throat. 
 
    His smile was easy and beautiful.  
 
    Did he lean further toward me? Was I swaying nearer to him?  
 
    I shuffled on my stool, legs tucked under on the rung of the seat. I’d come right out in my work clothes, so my hair was still clipped in a tight, blond knot at the nape of my neck, I wore minimal make up during the day, so just a sweep of mascara with green shadow to match my hazel eyes and my pencil skirt was the color of Gray’s eyes now I come to think of it.  
 
    I was dying to shuck off the thin cotton jacket. Did hot bartender turn up the heat? A tipsy troll in a $300 Prada skirt. I seriously was going to be the only bridge hobo with my cart full of designer shit.  
 
     “I’m curious why now, not that I wasn’t happy to see a text from you.”  
 
    I’m still stuck on his face. That kind of devastating handsome needed a minute to process it. Not in a classic way. There’s a crook to his nose as if it was broken at some point and a scar through his eyebrow. The longer I stared I knew my reaction to him last year had to have been dimmed because he made me feel all fluttery and feminine.  
 
     “The truth? I was having the lousiest of days.” I watched those beefy eyebrows fold down, “and I wanted company.”  
 
    “I don’t like that you’ve had a bad day, but if it got me here, I’m glad. What kind of bad day, India?” 
 
    At that hot bartender sidled over. “What can I get you? Another for you, India?” 
 
    Before I could speak Gray said. “We’ll take two bottled waters.”  
 
    “Grayson, this is Ardan Murphy. Do you know him? Best bartender in Manhattan.” I praised with a grin. Ardan winked and grabbed the bottles placing them in front of us. Gray paid. “He’s from those Murphy’s.” I whispered, but not really. I was probably yelling over the hockey crowd.  
 
    Gray laughed. “Can’t say as I do. Hey, man.” He offered as a greeting. “Those Murphy’s?” I watched him uncap the bottle and then died a thousand horny deaths when his thick neck and pronounced Adam’s apple worked to take the liquid into his god-like body.  
 
    Oh, damn.  
 
    “Yes, he’s famous, isn’t that right, Ardan?” I forced my voice out in a squeak.  
 
    “Ah, not sure about that. Me mother would clip me ‘round the ear if she thought I was playing on our good name.” The Irish man half-smiled with the sounds of his birthplace pitched through his tone. He’d entertained with stories of his homeland for several hours when I’d creeped my doleful self in and sat at his bar. I elbowed Gray without thinking, leaning his way. “He’s being modest, his family are big time—what did you call them? Chancers. I think he means criminals.” I giggled. “They’ve been on the news and he’s got a priest cousin who sounds just as colorful as this guy. Isn’t that right?” 
 
    “Close enough,” he grinned. “Me cousin Danny out in Colorado is a pastor.”  
 
    What it must be like to have a lively, close-knit family, I wondered. I’d hung off his stories, not because I was trying to flirt with him, but the way he spoke of his people, it felt like he was telling a fairytale. People he loved and who loved him. 
 
    When Ardan went to serve I turned to Gray and found his eyes on me.  
 
    That gaze was startling. Evocative. Intense.  
 
    “What kind of a lousy day have you had?”  
 
    An invisible fist grabbed my heart.  
 
    When was the last time anyone asked how my day was and meant it, and wanted to hear all the gory details? The way he was looking at me it didn’t skip my notice he truly wanted to know the answer.  
 
    I felt a hiccup trap somewhere in my windpipe. “Can we go and sit somewhere private?”  
 
    He helped me down off the stool and kept hold of my hand as he led us through the crowd to a table vacated by a couple. I took the booth seat against the wall and Gray slid beside me. The heat of his thigh along my leg burned hot.  
 
    Pulse clamoring. My hands sweated.  
 
    If I’d known sending one little text would cause this reaction in my body—nothing to do with the booze, and everything to do with the man at my side looking at me like he saw something he liked—then I might have reassessed my impulsiveness.  
 
    His presence was more compelling than when I had cereal cravings at 2am. At least when I want Reese’s Puffs I slaked my craving after one bowl. 
 
    Gray Ellison? I had a feeling that kind of craving would be everlasting.  
 
    I’m thinking of a one-night stand.  
 
    I’m considering using his hard body to make this shitty day have a happy ending at least.  
 
    The kind of happy ending with his name screaming out of my vocal cords.  
 
    The way he stared was a distraction I desperately needed. I concentrated on the bow shape of his perfect lips. Would they be soft or forceful when we kissed?  
 
    He’s seriously one of the hottest men I’ve ever seen in my life. 
 
    Maybe because he’s older than me but he seemed so … together.  
 
    Capable. Reliable.  
 
    None of which should interest me when all I wanted was his body.  
 
    But the interest is there. Lurking. 
 
    It’s his eyes. For all this man’s palpable confidence, they’re heartbreakingly kind as he watched me. 
 
    I could crumble under that kind of beautiful scrutiny. And that’s ridiculous because kind men have never appealed to me before.  
 
    Kind men stick around.  
 
     Playboys and fuck-boys are more my style because there’s no chance of them attaching to me or forming relationships. They only want one thing and I’ve always taken self-serving pleasure in not only knowing that they lie as often as they charm, but I’m always the one to end it first. 
 
     But the kindness in Gray’s eyes pulled until all I could hear over the rattling crowd was my drumming heart.  
 
    I wished right then to be able to crawl into his thoughts. What was he thinking as he looked at me? Compassion?  
 
    He’d been attracted to me last year.  
 
    Was it still the same now he’d seen the real me? 
 
    “Ready to tell me, sweetheart?” 
 
    My breath hitched. The endearment slipped through my blood.  
 
    I snorted a huff, leaning a shoulder against the back of the seat, my legs crossed, I angled towards him without realizing. “Where to start? I lost my job to a calculating bitch who stole my idea and earned.” I finger quoted, my face screwed up in disgust at just how devious Mel had played me for months hanging off my coattails until the right moment to strike. “My promotion. I get home to find a notice letter of eviction. The landlord sold up. And…”  
 
    It’s there I paused, because I never share the other … most important part … with anyone. It’s too real, too raw, and I at no time let anyone see that side of me.  
 
    A hand covered mine. I looked between my own ringless, paler fingers to the tanned ones covering my hand. “And what?” 
 
    And just like that, his soothing rough voice had all kinds of hidden words falling out of my mouth. “It’s the anniversary of my younger brother’s death, so all in all it’s been a crappy day, Grayson.”  
 
    I didn’t know I’d started crying quietly until two arms gathered me in, held me against a strong, good-smelling chest, rocking me with quiet shhhhhh’s near my ear. 
 
    The tears didn’t stop there. 
 
    They fell, soaking Gray’s shirt.  
 
    An avalanche of suspended grief poured out of me all at once in a terrifying storm as I clutched the back of his shirt while tear-destroying the front.  
 
    The magic of kind eyes and comforting arms were my floodgates and in a crowded bar, surrounded by hockey fans, I let out the broken part of my heart while the objective of some of my dirty-night fantasies of the past year rubbed a palm softly down my spine. 
 
    Holding all my pieces together.  
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    So, that just happened.  
 
    If not for the buzz of alcohol still lingering in my body I would have felt a beating of mortification having broken apart in a semi-stranger’s arms.  
 
    Let’s blame all my heart skips on tequila and not for the quiet way Gray calmed me for thirty minutes.  
 
    He came back to our table with a black coffee for me and another water for himself and his arms overloaded with chips of all flavors he let drop to the table before retaking his seat.  
 
    “They stopped serving food, so I got all their chips.” 
 
    “How did you get coffee?”  
 
    He looked at me, square in the eye. “I asked for one.” That simple. A shiver rushed through my arms making them feel numb.  
 
    The effect of him was staggering. Was I just that drunk?  
 
    His warm all over gaze made me think of cuddling on a sofa and I’d never cuddled any man like that in my life with no plans to start now so why was the image of being wrapped safe in his strong arms in the front of my mind?  
 
    The truth of it was like a bucket of water over my head and the fact that my eyes couldn’t stay off him for even two seconds was unsettling. 
 
    Had I made a big mistake texting him? Undecided.  
 
    I made my hands move. Grabbing some, I was already through half a bag of vinegar, when I mumbled around a mouthful that I loved chips.  
 
    Junk food in general. The greasier the better.  
 
    But cereal was my number one passion.  
 
    I’d never met a Fruity Pebble I didn’t love.  
 
    Truth be told if anyone looked in my pantry at home right now they’d see a neat row of cereal boxes all from the sugary aisle of the grocery store and not much else in the way of food.  
 
    Don’t judge me.  
 
    Again, when I looked at him he was already looking at me. My belly rolled over, all lovely and warm. Stupid alcohol. I dropped the chips, pushed aside the coffee and went for my half empty shot glass. “You sure you want that?” He asked in a steady tone. My eyes narrowed.  
 
    Gorgeous he may be; boss of me, he was not.  
 
    I stared and let him watch me down the rest of the tequila.  
 
    Ignoring the fact, it curdled all the way and made me instantly regret my decision. 
 
    Gray smiled a little and took the glass from my tightly clasped fingers. Pushing the coffee closer to me again.  
 
    “I shouldn’t have text you.”  
 
    “I’m glad you did.” 
 
    I snorted. Sure, he was. Who wanted to be drunk text and then cried all over? He was either stupid or hard up for a fuck and with that face of his he must be getting sex regularly. 
 
    Instantly as soon as the thought entered my mind I got a sharp pain of jealousy. Another woman with her hands on his gorgeous face? Another woman knowing how it felt to have him wrench her legs far apart to fit his build? Now I really did feel sick. “Do you remember offering to be my sugar daddy?” 
 
    A dark brow raised, and a smile flittered on his lips. God, what I wouldn’t give to lean in and bite that one lip. Would he push my drunk ass away?  
 
    “Did I?” 
 
    “Yes! Don’t you remember?” 
 
    “As I recall you asked if I wanted a sugar baby, and then I asked if you needed someone to take care of you.” 
 
    My heart throbbed. He’d remembered nearly word-for-word. Who did that?  
 
    How can I be this turned on when knowing how completely and utterly out of my lane he is? 
 
    I swallowed. My fingers twitched around the hot coffee cup just to give them something to do. “Do you have another sugar baby?” 
 
    A full grin now and the power of it had me wet. “That suggests you want the position, sweetheart. Is that right?” 
 
    I spluttered. I hadn’t meant that at all. Had I? I was too full of alcohol to give it some serious analysis. “I didn’t mean it like that.” 
 
    “I’m not in a relationship, as I told you. I was around the corner having dinner and I deserted my band mates to come here to you.” 
 
    Come here to you. Why was that suggestive? He’d dropped everything to come to me. 
 
    Wait. Hold up. My eyes widened. “You’re in a band? You?” 
 
    Oh, god. My ovaries began throbbing.  
 
    The man was hot, seriously fucking delicious with a touch of badness lurking behind his slate eyes, the kind of badness that might come with spanks and husky spoken commands. He owned the worlds shoes and now he was a sexy rock star? 
 
    I couldn’t take it.  
 
    Crossing my legs from one to the other, lips pressed together, I waited with baited breath for him to tell me it was a church choir or something equally unappealing then I could relax again.  
 
    “I have a band with a couple of friends. I play bass guitar. We were grabbing a bite to eat after our gig.” 
 
    Oh, dear god.  
 
    I was screwed.  
 
    I was so going to fuck Gray Ellison.  
 
    His lips stretched in that smirky-know-it way when I looked up again ten hours later after falling into a sex fantasy so depraved I was now soaked and my boobs hurt, and would he give them a little hold if I asked him to? 
 
    “Why are you smiling at me?” 
 
    “Because I can almost hear you thinking.” 
 
    “If you knew my thoughts.” I clamped my mouth shut.  
 
    What was I saying? Shut up, drunk, India and go home! 
 
     Gah. I didn’t want to go home. Here at the bar I had no worries, and a hot rock star shoe-man to look at and smell and he both looked amazing and smelled incredible so why would I want to go home ever again?  
 
    Home was for suckers and bitches who’d tossed five years’ worth of a career down the toilet.  
 
    “You can tell me tomorrow,” he said with a smile. 
 
    “My thoughts?” He nodded. “Why not right now?” 
 
    “Because you’re rolling your head on your neck, sweetheart, so I’m guessing you’re not going to remember much of this tomorrow and I’d really like you to remember so, I can wait.” 
 
    He planned to see me tomorrow? 
 
    “You want to see me again?” 
 
    “I want to see you again. Tomorrow.” 
 
    “Grayson,” I laughed. “You’re kinda crazy, you know that?” He answered with a smile.  
 
    I loved that he seemed content to just sit next to me.  
 
     “What music do you play?” 
 
    “Soft rock, some jazz.” 
 
    “Do you sing?”  
 
    He grinned. “Fuck no. I’d clear the place. My best friend is on vocals and another friend on drums. It’s just for fun in between the careers.” 
 
    “Hot rock star.” I murmured, my eyes flickering closed, my head back on the seat. 
 
    He moved then, sliding out of the booth, and he had me on my feet before I could speak. “Come on, sweetheart, you’re tired. I’ll get you home.”  
 
    “Is this where you will serial killer me?” I didn’t much care at this point. Not that I was suicidal, but I kinda just wanted his hands on me. I got my wish a second later when his arm slipped around my waist, helping me to walk towards the door through the thinning crowd.  
 
    “I’ll try not to since I want to see you again, remember?” 
 
    God, he was so sweet.  
 
    I didn’t know sweet Manhattan men existed.  
 
    He opened the door for me, ushered me out and kept me against his side.  
 
    Just a sweet man. Who played guitar and smelled good. And looked like he fell out of the roman god’s century with chiseled cheekbones I desperately wanted to rub my face over.  
 
    Without thought—I was pretty daring without the aid of alcohol, so I was over the top with it coursing through my bloodstream—I pulled both sides of his jacket and yanked him until Gray bumped into my chest. 
 
    The feeling was incredible to have his weight. 
 
    My back against a wall and the gorgeous, sweet man flattening my boobs.  
 
    “Kiss me.” I issued with each pent-up breath I took.  
 
    I was screaming inside to be kissed and owned and dominated by lips that had driven me crazy all night. All-fucking-year long to know what they felt like over mine … taking.  
 
    If Gray was surprised by my request he didn’t show it. I wished so hard I could see his eyes, to check if they’d turned smoky with lust.  
 
     “India, let’s get you home to sleep.” 
 
    Undeterred I leaned up on my tiptoes, his pouty lips my target. “Please, kiss me, Gray…just once. So, I know…” I urged, not caring I was breathing toxic fumes all over him and when he didn’t dip his head to meet my mouth I frowned and fell back to my feet. 
 
    Of course, he wouldn’t want to kiss me.  
 
    I was a fucking mess.  
 
    But then he sighed loudly, his head lowered, knocking hair over his eyes and his mouth brushed mine. 
 
    Once. 
 
    Twice.  
 
    “Gray … please.” I begged. 
 
    His breath fanned my mouth and it tasted sweet and inviting and I needed more. “I waited a year… I need to know.” 
 
    I heard him groan lightly before he pressed harder. My hands wound tighter in his jacket. I opened, and he slanted his mouth and it was like falling into heaven.  
 
    Gray’s lips were smooth, but not soft in any way that I feared he didn’t know how to kiss. The man knew kissing. His mouth was incredibly powerful.  
 
    Too demanding. Too dominant over mine to be measured as soft.  
 
    His tongue? Perfect as it glided in and stoked fires in me. 
 
     He dragged it across my bottom lip, a purr came from my stomach. Then he moved that tongue to my top lip. I caught the hint and opened my mouth wider, so he could slide in and devour me.  
 
    His larger size crowded me against the brick wall pressing me between unyielding slabs of muscle. I felt a moan of pleasure bubble out of my throat. The cold brick chafed the back of my exposed thighs, but I didn’t pay it any attention. Fitting us together, it was unashamedly indecent for a first kiss, his knee widened my legs until I was almost riding his thigh.  
 
    I immediately felt his arousal, thick at my belly. Oh, Jesus.  
 
    My breasts crushed against his chest in a way that felt sinful and divinely perfect simultaneously and every catch of breath caused my nipples to scrape through the material and made those little beasts ache for attention. His attention.  
 
    But it was his mouth moving over mine rendering me dumb and horny. 
 
    Had a kiss ever been so perfect or was my brain looking through tequila-soaked glasses?  
 
    It was a hot, shooting type of torment. My heart pounding so fast, beating inside my chest so hard I caught the pulse of it in my ears, the echo of it matched my greedy pants between his lips.  
 
    “Is this the kiss you wanted, India?” His voice came out in a hoarse rasp, bathing me in sexual heat from the tips of my eyelashes right down to my curled toes. God, he even sounded like sex. “Is this the kiss you would have given me a year ago had you called me?” 
 
    “Yes.” I whined, pulling him closer, though it was impossible for us to be when hips smashed into hips and our chests breathed in sync.  
 
    Hot, needy breaths panted from my lips as I angled in for more. 
 
     I would have kissed him that day in public over the café table.  
 
    I would have given him a first, second and more kisses as many as he’d wanted and tasting him now—feeling how skilfully he’d moved his tongue over mine I regretted every decision the last year not to contact him.  
 
    My world tipped over on its axis when he cupped under my chin, holding me lightly by the throat so he could skim kisses over my face. “You should have called me, India.” His grated, low voice sent shards of electricity directly to my clit and I had instant fantasies of listening to that same tone as he pounded into me and growled for me to give it up to him.  
 
    I agreed bobbing my head. God, that felt good when he kissed around my throat. Pleasure, foreign and incredibly intense became white noise screaming through my ears. “I wanted to so much,” I confessed.  
 
    I felt the shockwave go through him and he groaned and that’s when our kiss became something other worldly.  
 
    He was such a selfish kisser, biting and licking when he wanted to, making my mouth chase his, controlling how much I had of him. And I loved it. 
 
    The kind of kiss you see in romantic movies and read about in romance books. The kind of kiss that blew the top of my head off and left a Gray Ellison stain on my heart forever. An animalistic sound ripped from his throat as his hips notched resolutely between my thighs. 
 
     “More. More. More.” The pleading was coming from me.  
 
    With one kiss he’d taken all my problems and crushed them in his strong fist, replaced by the masculine taste of the sexiest guy I’d ever kissed before. And when the first thrust of his hips came my cry was swallowed by his tongue licking inside my mouth, his hand still around my throat, the move dominant and sure and so fucking sexy I moaned as he again hit my crotch with his hips, pressing his swollen cock in the apex of my softness. 
 
    My head detonated when suddenly I was lifted into the air, my skirt hiked higher as he encouraged my legs around his waist, pressed into the wall, our lips locked. 
 
    My hands grabbed him everywhere, unable to let go, begging him with longing fingers speared into his hair to keep going. He’d judged correctly somehow what I needed and was giving it to me with short, sharp stabs of his body, the friction was delicious, my insides already escalated into a hot frenzy like a runaway train rushing pleasure through me. I bit his lip, sucked and heard his grunt.  
 
    God. We were dry-fucking outside on a busy street.   
 
    All rationality fell from my mind, replaced by the crushing sensation gathering in my lower half, my legs squeezed. Gray’s fingers tightened on my thighs, his mouth ate at mine slowly, almost tenderly.  
 
    He kissed me through a flash orgasm with his hardness driving through my clothes, swallowing my cry into his lips.  
 
    I lost grip on the present, sights and sounds fell away, sensations crashing within like a ticking time bomb. I hugged his hips between my legs and rode out the orgasm.  
 
    Oh, god, it was incredible.  
 
    I couldn’t see. I’d lost all feeling in my eyebrows. Gray’s hands dug into the flesh of my butt, holding me to the hard wall and the big hardness pumping up against my damp panties, I was probably soaking the front of his pants too. My hips bucked and then just like that my entire body sagged, air shunting out of my mouth pressed to his shoulder. The come-down just as severe as the flight.  
 
    I would have fucked him right there outside of O’Dooley’s bar in front of everyone. That was the truth.  
 
    It was Gray who stepped back first, taking his gorgeous lips with him and leaving me boneless.  
 
    “I waited a year for that.” Corrosion stained his voice when he rested his forehead to mine. “Fuck. I knew once I kissed you I’d be done. You’ve wrecked me, India.”  
 
    I whimpered, raising my shaking fingers to my own lips.  
 
    Beneath my skin and alcohol-drenched blood my bones trembled out of order.  
 
    Back on my own feet I wobbled, only to be caught by the sweet man again.  
 
    I didn’t embarrass easily, or ever. Yet my cheeks flamed as his arm curled my waist once more to hold me up. Eyes penetrated, stealing my air and every shaken second of his eyes on me I felt it somewhere deep that’s never been awoken before. Hurricanes of color darkened by the second, my heart kicking up speed, he slaked his lip with his tongue. 
 
    God, that was hot.  
 
    Taste me there. I wanted to say.  
 
    “I’ll take you home, sweetheart.” Was his voice huskier?  
 
    Before I knew it, we were at a big black Bentley, and I knew it was the latest edition of Bentley because before my dad became deadbeat he was big into cars and he’d take my brother and I to car shows every summer. If I needed proof of how different our leagues were, there was a tall blond guy holding open the back door. He had a fucking driver?  
 
    “This is Josiah.” Gray said. Blond guy nodded.  
 
    I bet he was handsome in the daylight with his sharp shoulders under the black bomber jacket and form fitting jeans, but he looked scary as hell under the cloudy shadows. I cuddled unconsciously closer to Gray’s side.  
 
    Inside the warm car, the smell of leather and heat hit me.  
 
    My head swam a little and reality crashed in. I was going home.  
 
    The huge back seat was plenty big enough for someone of Gray’s size to sit comfortably and not touch me, but I slid across the seat, seeking his closeness, his arm instantly came around my shoulder and I was grateful for it.  
 
    “I don’t want to go home,” I told him.  
 
    I didn’t mean I wanted sex.  
 
    I just couldn’t face my apartment and the mounting problems waiting for me. Not to mention the memory of calling my mom that morning as I always did on Jack’s anniversary and her sobs still echoed in the living room. 
 
    I just couldn’t face it.  
 
    Maybe the way I gripped the front of his shirt, or something in my eyes conveyed my desperation, but Gray nodded compassionately. 
 
    “Take us to my place, Joe.”  
 
    The car began to pull from the curb and I sighed. Relieved.  
 
    Warm car, soothing sounds of the purring engine and the man holding me close. I closed my eyes for just a second and knew no more. 
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    GRAY 
 
      
 
    She snored. 
 
    And it was fucking adorable.  
 
    Down the hall and to the right in a spare bedroom the woman I’d been fascinated with for a year was still snoring softly. The blond reason I hadn’t gotten laid in more than a year—because no other woman interested me—had a charming little muffle noise you might get from a sleeping feline.  
 
    I’d poked my head into the room more than three hours ago to find she was curled on her side, hair over the pillow, hand under her chin looking like a fucking goddess had fallen from the sky.  
 
    My aching cock told me to get out of there and stop watching her sleep like an old creeper.  
 
    Since I was a nice guy who was only interested in her wellbeing—her smile, her incredible body and suckable lips, the bottom one slightly plumper—my intentions were true.  
 
    They were also deviant in tenor, but we didn’t need to focus on that. 
 
    It was bad enough within hours of going to meet her at the pub I was dry-nailing her into the wall like a fucking predator.  
 
    I never lost control that way with women.  
 
    Or I never used to.  
 
    I wondered if she knew how her eyes pleaded. A silent plea from a strong woman. I had every intention of answering.  
 
    I didn’t believe in instant anything, I believed hard work and dedication got you anything, but this girl was changing all my rules. I was seeing in colors of instant-everything. 
 
    Seeing India again pushed fire into my belly and as I listened to her tipsy rambling and heard how devastating her day had been. The moment her chin quivered seconds before she dissolved into tears I swear I still felt the hit of protectiveness surge through me. The sobs savaged her, and I’d curled her in tight enough to protect her modesty from the crowd all the while my fucking heart roared to offer her anything that would stop her from crying. 
 
    Just like that, my heart was involved.  
 
    It wasn’t only the way I noticed the slim slope of her neck when she angled her head back with a smile, or the way her fingers brushed the shoulder length honey colored hair from her eyes, or even the seductive fragrance she was wearing. 
 
    I’ve felt attraction and immediate lust before. 
 
    This with India was a whole other level. 
 
    Her text. Christ.  
 
    It came out of the blue, I only read the first line when I was on my feet. I’m not proud of how fast I abandoned my friends for her. Something in her words, though intended as a joke, that much was clear enough, caught at my insides, and told me of her truth.  
 
    It was only cemented when I paused in the pub doorway and saw her sitting there and I got my first good look at the woman in over a year.  
 
    Both my cock and heart agreed I was incredibly glad I’d answered and not dumped the message to the delete bin as most guys would have done with a failed hook up.  
 
    I mean, she’d burned my ego in not calling when we’d connected so instantly over coffee.  
 
    Or so I thought.  
 
    She’d flirted, I’d flirted, and I could tell she was feeling me.  
 
    After five days and no phone call from India I’d even lowered my pride to ask Sena, India’s friend and my employee who introduced us, how to get in touch with her.  
 
    Seeing her perched like a small pixie on the bar stool was an epiphany of sorts. Not only because was I the only fucking one in the entire pub to see how that beautiful creature was completely crushed? 
 
    Surely, I wasn’t the only man there to see the sadness swirling in her smile as she chatted to the guy serving drinks. That same smile fell the moment the guy stepped away. Her unhappiness dug into my chest and almost made me sprint across the floor to sweep her up and make it all better.  
 
    That was punch-me-in-the-balls surprising.  
 
    But teamed with the overwhelming sense of There She Is became a thunder between my ears.  
 
    There she is.  
 
    The One. My fucking one. 
 
    Holy fuck, there she is. 
 
     Don’t ask me how I knew that.  
 
    Could you spend an hour with someone more than 365 days ago and know they’re the person you’ll spend your life with? Who the hell knows, but there it was. I was neither stoned or drunk. My clarity was 100%. It was a real feeling pounding through my blood, making my veins swell with heat and lust and the need to be capable enough to make that woman smile again.  
 
    The thought was sobering because in that moment of watching her flip her chin length hair and shuffle on her seat and the consequent minutes following I knew I’d do anything to take the look of despair out of her eyes. 
 
    Anything.  
 
    Now standing in my kitchen after an hour’s work-out just to stop me from prowling back down the hallway and watching her sleep, I made coffee.  
 
    The same thoughts from last night hadn’t changed at all.  
 
    If anything, it worsened because I’d carried her into my apartment from the car with her curled so tiny into my chest making my heart beat like I’d run the New York marathon twice over, her hands around my neck and her face at my throat, it was like a dream I never knew I wanted was right there in my arms. And when I’d put her to bed and pulled off her shoes just seeing her in my house felt … right.  
 
    I dealt in numbers and facts. Business school taught me how to look at a situation from all angles and determine which way was the best route for greater profit. I could take a grand and make it into a million within a month without it being shady, so I’d always considered myself to be an analytical thinker, planner and doer.  
 
    Nowhere in that assessment was I driven by my emotions.  
 
    If I had been, the multi-million deal last year with the bankrupt Chinese corporation would have probably changed my opinion on how I went about acquiring their failing factory for a knockdown price. Since it was a century old family run business. I’m not cutthroat, but I know good business when I see it and emotions played no part in me growing my empire to where it is today.  
 
    India though? I’m all emotion.  
 
    I don’t think my fucking brain has weighed in once with what I want to do with her and how to win her for myself.  
 
    The creak of a door and the soft pad of feet on the thick carpeted hallway alerted me to my overnight guest. A kick of heat throbbed through my chest wall. Another door opened, and then water. Ah, she’d found the bathroom. I’d laid out fresh towels and hygiene products in there for her and realized it had been too long since I’d had a woman staying over even for a night. 
 
    If I ever hooked up it was usually at the woman’s place, so I could leave when I wanted to. My one failed long-term relationship gave me lessons I’d adhered to for years since.  
 
    Not that I was celibate in the interim, but neither was I a playboy.  
 
    I’d just had the feeling I wasn’t meant for marriage and long-standing love.  
 
    And then a saucy girl with flirtatious hazel eyes sat across from me in a café and changed my mind.  
 
    Until she crushed my ego.  
 
    I should have made more of an effort to pursue her.  
 
    Seeing her so upset last night I wished I had.  
 
    Knowing India was only in the next bedroom to mine had given me some lucid dreams where I made her scream and then held her on my lap while she curled around me and batted her lashes with that minxy little smile and I gave her anything she wanted.  
 
    I’d woken hard as a bat and now it made a fast return raging like a hurting heartbeat knowing she was awake and I was about to see her again.  
 
    The organ in my chest picked up speed.  
 
    What I didn’t expect was. “Did we fuck?” 
 
    I almost choked on my coffee. Damn, she was better than any hit of caffeine. Her husky voice curled its talons around my—who was I kidding? Her voice had a strangle hold on my dick stroking it with every syllable coming from her naked lips. 
 
    Awareness sizzled beneath my skin like it did when she was near. 
 
    Did I mention small women didn’t usually interest me? I was always afraid of hurting them. And yet I was almost swallowing my tongue watching her hovering in the doorway wearing last night’s clothes, her face porcelain clear and her hair pulled back in a ponytail. She couldn’t be more than 5’3” no taller than my breast bone, but her personality packed a punch and I had a boner the size of a skyscraper just looking at her.   
 
    Moving out from behind the kitchen island in my open plan apartment giving a birds-eye view from one end to the other from living area, to kitchen, and dining—the hallway led to bathrooms, bedrooms, closets and a media/music room.  
 
    I was a guy, I needed a fucking mancave.  
 
    With my coffee mug to my mouth, lips twitched amusement at her scowl. She had morphed from the vulnerable woman of last night into this feisty creature and my body was on board getting to know her twin.  
 
    “Sadly, I can confirm we did not.” 
 
    She sighed. Relief? Disappointed? I was going with the latter in hopes the way her eyes skimmed over me as I approached that she liked what she saw. I was wearing regular black adidas pants and a white shirt and I considered combing my hair by shoving fingers through it a few times.  
 
    I pulled out an island stool for her then went back to the coffee station. “How do you like your coffee?” My brow puckered, it was important I knew what she liked. I wanted to know everything about India Rivera. Just gulp in the details and make them fit into my life.  
 
    “Lots of creamer, same amount of sugar.” 
 
    A groan crawled up my throat I quickly swallowed when she slid onto the stool and in turn gave me her scent from her hair. She smelled incredible and the urge to bury my face in the side of her neck was about the hardest damn thing to ignore.  
 
    That and my twitching cock.  
 
    Fuck. I’m in trouble with this girl. 
 
    “So, a splash of coffee with your sweet cream?” I sent her a half smile over my shoulder and found her eyeing my ass. Bad girl. In the light of day and not under the moody lights of a pub she was stunning in the painted-on skirt and blouse and her bare toes tinted a red tucked neatly under her.  
 
    She didn’t appear repentant in the slightest for being caught perving on me. That was the India I met. The one with the attitude and ballsy, unfiltered mouth. The one I was instantly attracted to.  
 
    And there was something she didn’t know about that day in the café.  
 
    I’d keep that to myself a while longer. 
 
    Transferring the cup in front of her hands she gripped it quickly in both.  
 
    “How did you sleep?”  
 
    “Like I passed out in your car and woke in a strange bed, in a strange apartment with a guy I barely know standing in sexy as fuck sweatpants making me coffee.” 
 
    I smirked amused. “So…good then?”  
 
    She raised her extremely hazel eyes dominated by green depending on where the light hit her face and held my stare, sure she could see the arousal staining my skin. I felt like I was seeing attraction for the first time and my inner fourteen-year self couldn’t fucking cope with how gorgeous she was with her attitude laced brow arched in that way that made it uncomfortable to breathe.  
 
    “You’re pretty smug, Gray Ellison for a man who probably had to cart my deadwood body up how many flights?” 
 
    “Seven. I took the elevator and you were light as a feather. Cuddly too.” 
 
    She gasped and plonked the cup down. Cheeks staining instantly. “Take that back!” She squealed throatily. 
 
    Interesting, I thought. She didn’t mind waking up in my bed, nor letting me grind her into an orgasm so hard she’d bitten into my shoulder. But mention how she’d cuddled me and she looked completely horrified.  
 
    “I wouldn’t even if I could.” I winked. I had a weakness for a blush. “You wrapped your arms around me like a clutching sloth and wouldn’t let go even when I put you into bed,” she sniffed and stuck her pert nose in the cup again. “Well. Thanks for not leaving me on the street or serial killing me. I appreciate it.” She mumbled. Hooded eyes on me.  
 
    “It was a feat, not gonna lie, but I managed to withhold my serial killer tendencies for one night.” Her little snort was music and I felt like a giant making her laugh.  
 
    When she started to moan around every sip I had to lean against the counter or showcase my heavy and uncomfortable cock throbbing against my leg. I regretted not changing into jeans and it was more than evident if she got a look how I wanted to fuck her over the island like an animal. Bracing my arms, she looked over but went on devouring the coffee like it was a lover she couldn’t get enough of. 
 
    Holy fuck. Jealous of a cup.  
 
    There’s nothing I wanted more than to introduce her to my immortal erection and have her squeeze it the same way she held the white porcelain mug.  
 
    Squeeze and have me begging.  
 
    Still as an effigy with my groin pressed into the island willing the eager bastard to stand down, I was complete bedlam inside and I hadn’t broached what I wanted to say to her yet.  
 
    Was I taking advantage of her situation? I’d given it two minutes to wander around my mind. To have divine intervention land in my lap and ignore it, that was something else. As my mother would preach; everything happened for a reason. Though, she was always extremely sauced on her expensive chardonnay when she said it, so I couldn’t hold much truth in it.  
 
    Until now. When I was squeezing the fuck out of believing India messaged me for a reason. Out of everyone she must know it was my number she pulled up on her phone. Taking advantage? She could take full advantage of me as payback.  
 
    “I should get going.”  
 
    “I have a proposition for you.” 
 
    We spoke over each other.  
 
    The air crackled. 
 
    India blinked.  
 
    I knew when I was sixteen what I wanted to do with my life. At the time I hadn’t know it was to distribute women’s shoes and accessories, just that I wanted to be successful in whatever I chose. Only I didn’t want the career my father wanted for me. Getting my Bar degree and then spending the next fifty years of my life working my way up to partner in his law firm defending the guilty and the lowlife who had enough money to enlist my father’s services didn’t interest me. I went the opposite way, first with engineering and then business school.  
 
    Being focused also meant the minute I decided something it was as if the sun was cleared from the clouds and I wanted that one thing.  
 
    I strived for it, worked my ass off for it. It became my sole focus until it was in my hands.  
 
    I’d come to a clear solution for India and I hope she felt the same way because her turning me down … impossible to think about.  
 
    One hour spent with her. And the next twelve knowing she was right next door tucked into my sheets. And I was hooked.  
 
    “This sounds a lot like that sugar daddy proposal you made me, Gray.” Beautiful lips quirked, and she had me thinking not so nice things because, fuck … why did it appeal to my basic level of masculinity?  
 
    To take care of her?  
 
    To give her everything she needed financially, emotionally … sexually?  
 
    To see that her appetites and worries were tied up in red bows and presented to her so all she ever needed to think about was what she wanted next from me.  
 
    Not gonna lie. That shit fired a hole through my belly and bred like a disease. 
 
    I couldn’t claim to ever want to stamp such a privilege on a woman before. 
 
    But then no woman was like India. One hour, twelve or a life time, my opinion would remain the same. 
 
    She was one of a kind.  
 
    “I was giving your current situation some thought while you snored.” 
 
    “I do not snore!” 
 
    I suppressed my grin. Desperate suddenly to reach out across the granite top and grab her hand. “And the solution is staring us in the face.” 
 
    Hers screwed up as if to tell me silently to fucking spit it out already. 
 
    God, she was gonna bust my balls, wasn’t she? I grinned a touch. 
 
    “In fact, I breathe so quietly people have told me I resemble a corpse.” She went on, fire shooting out of her hazel eyes, if I wasn’t careful she was likely to hurl the hot cup at my head. Why did I find that sexy as fuck? “So, I just shot your snoring lie down in flames, mister Ellison.”  
 
    “I think you should move in here with me.”  
 
    That stopped her diatribe in mid-breath, slack jawed, lips open, eyes pinning me with surprise washed through her features. 
 
    She was beautiful, was my first thought last night.  
 
    Still as beautiful as my memory conjured her up from time to time. 
 
    My second right after that even before I’d taken a step toward her was; she’s mine.  
 
    It was primitive, unfiltered, organic, astonishing. 
 
    And yet it rang true in the place that counted.  
 
    India was mine.  
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    Being distracted was a natural occurrence in my life.  
 
    I wasn’t quite the dizzy blond. But not far off at times.  
 
    I could space out in the middle of work and still produce a stellar ad campaign for a gluten free, tasteless ketchup no problem. I’ve been distracted at the gym numerous times watching fit guys curl their biceps. That one wasn’t bad though, for one, did I mention hot guys? And two, it passed the time, so I didn’t notice how I’m huffing and puffing burning 30 calories on the elliptical machine.  
 
    But as I watched the words coming out of Gray’s mouth, they formed so sexy with those lips of his I was distracted enough with his morning face scruff that for a beat of ten seconds I didn’t really hear him clearly.  
 
    Until my mind caught up, replayed and video dumped his offer. 
 
    I think you should move in here with me.  
 
    Thighs clenched. 
 
    Heart hiccupped. 
 
    My pussy wet, ready from just the way his tongue poked at the corner of his lip. 
 
    I completely ignored reason for a second to let the thought filter through my head. Living with the perfect specimen of manhood. Every day.  
 
    I’d be Willy Wonka with the chocolate. Jesus.  
 
    How dare he go around offering me things I would like? Fucking rude.  
 
    No sane man does that.   
 
    Unless he’s a weirdo and from the sexy looks he’s carrying around on his face, who could tell. Some of the worlds serial killers were good looking.  
 
    Maybe he needed a new skin suit.  
 
    I moisturized enough without him tossing lotion down to me in a well.  
 
    Handsome and crazy. Pft. Isn’t that always the way?   
 
    So that proved it unconditionally. I sighed. The man was gorgeous, seriously drop your panties around your ankles and bend over kind of sexy.  
 
    And he gave good hugs and dry humping.  
 
    But he was crazy. 
 
    Who does that?  
 
    “Are you high?” My eyes zoned in on his face.  
 
    He chuffed a laugh sipping his own coffee. Mine abandoned on the countertop. I didn’t think I could drink another drop, what with my mouth like the Sahara Desert. Even as he laughed at me, his slate eyes like moody stones, I allowed myself a few seconds to feel what that would be like.  
 
    I mean, I’m not taking him seriously.  
 
    Who asked a total stranger to move in with them?  
 
    I know I’m great at kissing, but he couldn’t have based his whole decision on that.  
 
    Living with a man of any kind would usually put the alarm in me. I didn’t do commitment, not even roommates, it’s too much … responsibility for another person. What if they get sick? What if they died one day? No, I couldn’t be in that storm. Better to hold people at arm’s length then grow attached and fall flat on my emotions when they eventually left. 
 
    They left. 
 
    They died.  
 
    It’s all the same heartbreak for me in the end. 
 
    And the secret no one knew, besides all my other secrets … If I allowed myself to grow attached to one person, or one hundred, I would do it so fast.  
 
    Like mold on mushrooms.  
 
    And I couldn’t and wouldn’t allow that to happen even as my squirmy thought of how it would go living with the hottest guy in Manhattan turned my cheeks hot.  
 
    I’d probably eat cereal at this very island and watch him strut around in those illegal sweatpants that I’m trying hard not to look at again.  
 
    My tongue got whiplash.  
 
    I pulled myself from the warming thought.  
 
    “High on you?” He dared send a wink across his modern art kitchen with all its steel and granite. My belly flipped. What the hell? I did not get flustered. “Maybe so. What do you say, India?” 
 
    “I say I think you’re fucking insane. Have you seen a doctor? But thank you for rescuing my ass last night and—” 
 
    “You have a killer body, but that mouth needs a work out.” He half-grinned. “I don’t want thanks. Not for that anyway.” A second, his smile ended, and his eyes filled with seriousness. “Can I suggest something without you being mean? It’s okay to ask someone for help, India. Don’t wait until your head is under water. If not me then I know for sure Noah and Sena would help without question.” 
 
    “God, no. I couldn’t. That’s not me, Gray. I’m fine, really.” 
 
     I really should have been an actress.   
 
    Something ticked in his jaw, and I had a feeling he was holding his words.  
 
    Memories of sobbing in his arms chose that exact moment to crash land in my memory bank and my face fused. Crap.  
 
    Chewing the inside of my lip, meeting his gaze, it was as though he was giving me the space to weigh him up, content to let me go on figuring him out. Eyes so sharp I wanted to do silly things like smile and maybe giggle and flirt and reach out and touch my fingers to that slight smirk of his and see if it tasted as good as my memory told me it did.  
 
    While I had most of my memories of last night; good and bad, and Gray was absolutely in the good side of that list, I couldn’t quite figure out what happened between the hours of leaving the bar and now. That was irritating. I never drank so much I did the walk of shame clueless.  
 
    I’d awoken in my underwear, so either I stripped, or he stripped me. I wasn’t so bothered by it and why wasn’t I bothered by it?  
 
    I’d heard of stranger danger before.  
 
    You humped him crazy last night, my helpful brain chimed in. Not so much a stranger…  
 
    The most disturbing part about this whole thing? I wasn’t fazed at all I was in Gray’s apartment. Nor waking in his bed or walking through his hallways to find him. When my eyes opened I’d known immediately I was with him and therefore I was safe. 
 
    I’d just known it.  
 
    That just wouldn’t do. I steeled my chin and iced over my eyes, because he was too damn smiley. “You have my thanks anyway. I don’t like being indebted to anyone.” 
 
    “Yeah, got that loud and clear at the pub. Are you gonna answer or should I fix some breakfast first?” Did I really think he was a sweet man last night? Or was that my muddled brain adding in details? He appeared damn cunning as he turned to pull open a double steel fridge door, poking his head in, giving me a perfect view of that tight, hard ass again. 
 
    Dear god.  
 
    Illegal ass alert, ladies.  
 
    Sena, the geek best friend and champion of my love life, was gonna get such a scream out of this when I told her. She was married, on her second baby and wanted everyone in the known universe to have the same love she had. Impossible, but she’d prodded more than once about Gray and how he’d be perfect for me. 
 
    A perfect man?  
 
    That was right up there with Michael Jackson not really being dead and the unicorn.  
 
    Cynical stool for one. Sure, but the facts were facts and if you showed me a unicorn I was woman enough to admit I was wrong. Until that elusive day I’d keep my opinions firmly in place in front of my eyes or a glorious fucking ass would sway me to the dark side.  
 
    I cleared my throat and forced my eyes to turn and look out of the double story windows banked across one huge wall. Realizing we were somewhere downtown because I recognized the building across from Gray’s. My building. Or the one I used to work in.  
 
    Damn. He’d been that close all along.  
 
    Slipping off the stool, I padded over and counted the windows opposite from the ground up until I reached ten.          
 
    Marina Finch advertising agency had that whole floor.  
 
    And it could clearly be viewed from Gray’s apartment.  
 
    Had he seen me over there? It was far enough to afford him privacy. The thought persisted and then it caught fire because I wasn’t weirded out by it at all. In fact, I probably would have gotten a sick twisted kick out of Gray watching me working at my desk.  
 
    He lived in a fucking tower as all rich people did looking out over the rest of us peasants. Beautifully painted white walls, chandeliers, coffered ceilings. It sang luxury.  
 
    “What do you fancy? We have eggs, bacon, there’s some cheese, but it looks questionable.” When I turned around he was sniffing the offered cheese up to his nose and why did I think that was adorable?  
 
    “None for me. Did you know that was where I worked over there?”  
 
    No recognition on his face. “You did? Fuck. You were close this whole time? I would have definitely come over had I known.” And then he smiled, and my belly bottomed again. “So, breakfast?” 
 
    “Do you have cereal?” If he had Count Chocula I might consider his offer. Kidding. Maybe. I took my cereal serious.  
 
    “Cereal? You mean like oatmeal?” 
 
    I gasped. “Bite your tongue. Oatmeal is not cereal. And I thought you were a sweet man.” 
 
    A wicked smile raced over his face, it was felt in my nerve endings.  
 
    Not only because it softened his features, but then his eyes did that smoky thing and he became a thousand times hotter.  
 
    The eyes held all the magic.  
 
    For all this man’s obvious powerful aura, his eyes were heartbreakingly kind and something in me wanted to ask for things that lurked in the back of my mind forever.  
 
    For help, for a hug and for someone to be there. 
 
    I needed to find my shoes and get out of here before I signed my life away to a handsome man cult. 
 
    “I can be as sweet as you want.” He stated walking over to a large pantry disguised as a wall, it slid open with a whoosh to reveal a mecca of organized cans, packets and storage jars full of stuff. So neat it put my small kitchenette to shame with my half pint of opened mayo and box crackers.  
 
    “Let’s see if we have cereal in here.” He kept saying we. Did he mean he and I? Or someone else lived here?  
 
    “Who else lives here?” I asked casually, though I probably blurted it out on a rush because he looked over his shoulder at me again and grinned. “Just us, baby-girl.” And went back to moving things out of the way.  
 
    Oh, my god.  
 
    “I do not live here, Gray. You don’t even know me!” 
 
    “I like what I know, the rest you can fill me in, and you need a place to stay in less than a month you said so.” 
 
    Me and my big, fat drunk mouth. I was never drinking again.  
 
    “You can’t just offer to be my roommate. Who does that?” 
 
    He snorted holding a can of peaches in each hand. His solid, wide back presented like it was taunting me about how appealing it was and come and touch it. I licked my lips. Suddenly starved.  
 
    “About a million people on Craigslist every day. Look at this.” Watching him walk toward me was an experience. Rolling hips with every masculine step and when he came around the island I noticed bare feet.  
 
    Beautiful bare feet.  
 
    Another of my kryptonite buttons along with tight, firm asses that needed squeezing.  
 
    Jesus, what did that orgasm do to me last night, unlock some secret level to my libido? I was suddenly as rampant as my rabbit. Chill, pervert.  
 
    I refocused.  
 
    “I think my housekeeper has lost her mind, there’s about fifty cans of stewed peaches in the pantry.” He presented me two of them like I’d won last prize at a carnival. His brows pinched in the middle, hair falling over his eyes, he looked delectably confused. “No single man needs that amount of canned peaches.” My mouth twitched, and he went on. “I don’t need any cans of peaches.” 
 
    “Maybe she knows something you don’t know and is preparing for the next zombie attack. You can never be too ready.” 
 
    His eyes rose. “The next?” 
 
    “Yeah. Haven’t you ever seen The Walking Dead? Hunger will get you long before a brain sucking zombie does. When you think about it,” I took both cans out of his hands and hissed a breath when my fingers scraped along his palms. My heart tried to beat sluggishly, slow and full of honey. It’s his nearness, that’s all it is, just put distance between us. Skirting around his body I placed them back in the pantry and began my own search for cereals.  
 
    I had my fingers crossed for Apple Jacks.  
 
    “This housekeeper of yours is forward thinking, she deserves a raise, Gray.” 
 
    “Maybe you can tell her we don’t need peaches when you move in.” 
 
    Okay, let’s all calm the fuck down. And by we, I mean my stuttering lungs and my crazy-beating heart. Both had no right to act out of accordance to my wishes at his words, making other body parts wet and achy for attention from those callused hands.  
 
    It’s only the good grace my brain functioned sensibly, thank god, or I’d be across the kitchen, sitting on his face while I asked for a door key.  
 
    “I’m not moving in here with you, crazy man. Now where is the damn cereal? You have no cereal in here, Grayson.” The endearment slipped, and I saw how his eyes flashed with heat. 
 
    Dammit.  
 
    “There’s no Cap’n crunch, or Cookie crisp, or Cinnamon toast, Not even a Boo Berry. What kind of apartment are you living in!”  
 
    His smile devastated.  
 
    He approached. This caring man looking more like a prowling hunter eyeing up meat. Head drawn down until his chin rested on his chest, eyes hooded and looking nowhere else but on me. I took him all in with every slow inhale.  
 
    Some women had experienced all that, I thought, and wondered if they were still living because the effect already wanted my ovaries to explode out of my needy-wanting body.  
 
    If I were insane enough to even, consider … living here until I found somewhere permanently—taking one pressure from my shoulders at least for now—the way he kicked up my temperature with a dusky look in his eyes there’s no way that could happen.  
 
    Screwing my landlord? That had bad idea licked all over it.  
 
    And there’s no doubt, dry-humping me aside, we want to have each other.  
 
    It’s in his eyes and the way his tongue flicked his bottom lip.  
 
    But when his head appeared beside me it was only to shuffle me aside and not hoist me up into his arms and do me against the wall. 
 
    Of course, I’m relieved. I am.  
 
    Reaching in to the top shelf of the pantry, the one too tall for me to even touch, he effortlessly lifted down a cereal shape box and for a second the squeal of my hunger almost erupted. Cereal. My bae. My love.  
 
    It’s only when he presented a blue box of Bran Flakes my face fell. 
 
    I looked between him and the offending item.  
 
    “You carry peaches and Bran Flakes…” 
 
    “Cereal. Knew I had some.”  
 
    Oh, the poor deluded man. Maybe he needed me around after all if he thought those cardboard disks were in any way close to the sweet, tempting morsels of my favorite food. Using two fingers I pushed the box back into his chest. “I hate to break it to you, rock star.”  
 
    Oh, my god! I’d forgotten that detail until just then! He was a hot guitar player. 
 
    If you lived here you could watch him practice strumming his long fingers on the thin strings, a devious little shit whispered in my ear.  
 
    That devious little shit sounded an awful lot like me.  
 
    I gulped and pushed away all bad thoughts of him shirtless, sweaty and belting out a guitar solo for my pleasure only. “But that isn’t cereal.” I finished.  
 
    A smile as tempting as the devil himself crossed his stubbled face. “When you move in you can make a grocery list of your childish cereal.” 
 
    Now I was offended.  
 
    Tempted. I mean, he’d offered me breakfast food.  
 
    I sobered and stepped out of his atmosphere, spying my shoes across the room near a large glass coffee table. I slipped into them. “In all seriousness, Gray. It’s a kind, albeit crazy offer, but I can’t accept. We don’t know each other—” 
 
    “Get to know me.” 
 
    “—and taking something that big from someone is not what I do. I’m going to find my own apartment. It’s not the first time I’ve moved. I have friends I can ask for their couch. There’s hotels if it comes to it.” 
 
    I watched a frown pinch his brow and he scrubbed a hand through his already messy hair. Why would he want to help me? A rock star, shoe millionaire with a face like a sex god slapped him, he could have any woman he wanted without the added stress of an anxious-riddled down on her luck commitment-phobe.  
 
    Did I think he resembled a predator a moment ago? Suddenly he morphed into a hungry animal right before my eyes. Sparks of possessiveness plume out of his gaze catching me off guard. 
 
    “Male friends? No. There’s plenty of room here, India. It makes sense. Stay for as long as you’d like. That way it frees you up to find a job.” 
 
    Jesus. I really was Chatty Claire last night.  
 
    New rule; no more tequila.  
 
    What else had I blurted out to him while I was in my woe-is-me cups?  
 
    Maybe when the last time I got laid?  
 
    More than a year, but who’s counting?  
 
    I hoped I didn’t share any of my anxiety of every single time I approached moms house how my heart beat out of my chest.  
 
     “You need an apartment,” he went on. Dreamy, sex filled eyes looked on, holding me without arms. I felt his touch as good as if his hands were roaming all over me, acquainting himself with the places I was most sensitive. “I have an apartment that fits more than two. Besides, you’re tiny,” I took offense and straightened my spine. Five foot three was not tiny. “I’ll hardly notice you around.” When his mouth lifted in that quirky teasing way all my blood began to boil. 
 
    Why did he have to be so damn irresistible when I was going through a midlife crisis in my twenties?  
 
    Job. Apartment. Mother. 
 
     It didn’t seem so difficult of a task when I said it fast like that.  
 
    There were millions of jobs in Manhattan. More apartments.  
 
    I just didn’t have thousands of bucks for the kind of apartment I’d like and living in a rat-infested studio would be too much like my college days. And being a pot washer? Okay, let’s keep that on the options pile. A woman who was about to become homeless couldn’t be too choosy where she earned a dollar.  
 
    Be roomies with the sexiest man on two legs?  
 
    The same man who looked at me like he wanted me for dessert spread out on his glass dining table? Yeah, thanks but no. Even if my body was screaming yes.  
 
    Rooming with Gray, even for a few weeks, was an epic mistake of huge proportions I wasn’t equipped to make.  
 
    We were just too different. In two different places of life.  
 
    Look at him, even in sweatpants and messy hair he had an air of superiority about him. I’d bet all my meagre savings he was born with an Upper East Side of Manhattan silver spoon in his mouth. 
 
    “Where did you grow up?” I asked. Curious.  
 
    If he was surprised by my question Gray didn’t show it. I mean, he’d dumped an unconscious woman in his bed and let her poke around in his pantry for cereal, asking a question after that didn’t seem so out of the ordinary.  
 
    “Here in the city. My folks still live over on Carnegie Hill.” 
 
    Bingo.  
 
    Mom’s poky two-bedroom red brick on Staten Island would probably fit in one of Gray’s walk-in closets and still have room to swing the proverbial cat.  
 
    Grabbing my purse, I got no further when the guy moved like lightening and pinned me with just his presence against the island. Granite biting into my ass and I didn’t feel a thing.  
 
    He really was big. Naughty bitch fingers without permission pressed against his chest. Hard rock. Every breath he took was a slab of beef pushing my hands.  
 
    “I wish you’d change your mind. I want to help you.” 
 
    My eyebrows dropped. “Why would you want to do that? You were going about your life cobbling shoes and wetting girl’s panties with your rock star guitar life yesterday. You didn’t even remember me.” 
 
    “We’re coming back to this wet panty theory another time,” he husked thickly, eyes drawing over my mouth.  
 
    It was bad enough my hands disobeyed me, now my tongue got in on it too by swiping over my lips slowly.  
 
    I loved flirting.  
 
    Flirting and teasing was my hobby and I prided myself on being good at what I enjoyed.  
 
    But something about Gray Ellison made me feel inexperienced and clumsy and tiny. I felt tiny in his muscled shadow. I knew now how he’d gotten me up here. Those magnificent arms with the pronounced muscles though he was relaxed with them hanging at his side and the train track of veins weaving under the fine dark hairs.  
 
    I forced my eyes up. He made my heart jerk and I could only hope it was an arrhythmia and not me catching feelings.  
 
    Incredibly bad timing. Couldn’t be worse if I tried.  
 
    Life crisis first. Maybe ride his face once I was settled into normalcy again.  
 
    “I’ve remembered you and our too-short conversation every single day. I have no ulterior motives, India, other than I want to help someone who needs it. That same someone who was very upset last night, and it killed me to see even one tear on this face of yours.” 
 
    Cold dripped through my veins. Embarrassment like no other stained my cheeks to realize he really had seen all of me last night. The real messy me.   
 
    Gray wasn’t judging my breakdown.  
 
    And my tears killed him?  
 
    How I didn’t sway into his chest right then I had no clue because the urge was strong and so unlike me. It was the only saving grace stopping me to know that wasn’t me, I never acted like that and not with a man.  
 
    “Please let me help you.” 
 
    “No but thank you.” If he’d asked to fuck me I would have said yes.  
 
    What he wanted was more personal than taking off my underwear.  
 
    I slipped around him without touching him and headed for the door. I sensed he was frowning even without looking, I could feel it latched onto my back. 
 
    Hand on the door handle, I turned back.   
 
    “It really was good to see you, despite my tears staining your shirt, Gray. Maybe I’ll come and watch your band sometimes.”  
 
    “I’m calling you,” he practically growled in a low syrupy timber, “you’ll answer.” 
 
    Oh, will I, rock star?  
 
    Eyebrow raised, a smirk on my lips I just smiled, looked him up and down one last time. God, he was spectacular. Bad fucking timing, India.  
 
    And I took my exit choosing the stairs instead of the elevator. I’d have to be comatose again to get me into one of those steel death traps.  
 
    Only breathing again once I was out onto the street under the red awning of his building.  
 
    What a twenty-four hours that had been.  
 
    And surprisingly as I found, not all of it bad.  
 
    Now it was back to reality without a sugar daddy guitar playing sex-god offering to make my life 1000% better.  
 
    Seriously, who does that?  
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    Not even two blocks when my phone chimed. I was sure it would be dead in my purse but there it was blasting out Bang Bang by Jessie J.  
 
    Gray’s name on screen spiked my heart rate until it felt as though I was triple timing each beat as the phone went on ringing in my hand. 
 
    Well, the name I assigned him, so I’d know never, ever to weaken and call him. 
 
    See how that worked out.  
 
    Sugar Daddy calling.  
 
    “I only just left your apartment, Grayson.” I said, “do you have separation issues?”  
 
    “Come back,” he replied in his liquor smooth voice curling around me like a warm blanket, making me laugh as I continued to the subway through the busy early morning crowd. New York rarely slept. It was a bustling city full of rude, uncaring, faceless people and I fit in somehow. It was easy to move from A to B in a swarm of those faceless people and not be bothered by a soul. Maybe the odd flasher, but that just meant you were in the big, bad city. 
 
    I found myself flattening my lips against the smile hearing his voice. 
 
    Happy to hear from him so soon.  
 
    “That would defeat the object of leaving.” 
 
    “You’re the only one to call me that, you know?” 
 
    “Because it’s not your name,” then why did calling him Grayson feel intimately private between us? Why could I hear it in my needy tones as he slammed into me, pinning me to the big, white soft bed I’d awoken in?  
 
    “I like you calling me it.” Distracted with thoughts that had no business taking up brain room I almost barged into the back of an old man pulling a cart behind him standing at the curb waiting on the traffic light to turn red. “Sorry,” I mumbled at his nasty-old man scowl.  
 
    “Don’t be sorry,” Gray told me, and I laughed.  
 
    “Not you, rock star. Now why are you calling?”  
 
    On the other end of the phone I heard him opening and closing things. Curious what he was doing and why it was so important to call not ten minutes after I’d left. 
 
    Even if I was warm with flattery.  
 
    “Truth? I didn’t want to give you space to forget about me.”  
 
    Holy crap. He was honest if nothing else.  
 
    Men I knew were never honest. They fed me versions of themselves they’d like me to believe and vice versa. No one knew the true me or they wouldn’t want anything to do with the privately fixated woman with a basket load of responsibilities and insanity flaws.  
 
    He went on. “I think it means something that it was me you reached out to last night, India.” Not really. I didn’t have a whole wealth of people I could trust and the ones I did I wouldn’t burden them with my problems. “I don’t think we should lose that momentum.” 
 
    Somewhere between 7th street and the coffee place I was heading to I laughed. Holding the phone to my ear and my purse close to my body I weaved through people on the sidewalk. “You just want to sleep with me,” I told him. If he liked honesty, then he would appreciate mine.  
 
    I caught his laugh and the closing of another door. Seriously, what was he doing? Then running water? It was water I heard. God, he better not be taking a pee right now. Wouldn’t be the first time a boyfriend had done that and any attraction I had was gone seconds later.  
 
    Hold up. Boyfriend? Calm down.  
 
    “Do I want to fuck you? Yeah, I do, India. That shouldn’t come as a surprise. You’re so stunning I lose breath just looking at you, you’re smart, funny as hell with a mean-girl sarcasm that appeals to me. But if you don’t want that too I still want to help you if you’ll let me.”  
 
    I ignored his offer again because I had another question buzzing around my ears. How did he continue to make me feel good? And I was smiling like an idiot.  
 
    “You like me being mean? Wait, when was I mean to you?” 
 
    “Oh, baby-girl…” Gray suggestively chuckled those three words hoarse enough it caught my breath and right after I heard a sort of scraping noise. 
 
    “Okay, I have to ask, what the hell are you doing there?” If he said going to the bathroom I was hanging up immediately and blocking his number.  
 
    “Shaving.”  
 
    Oh, shit. He was getting ready for his day while he talked to me. Sexy. I wish I’d stayed to watch him meticulously de-scruff himself, paying close attention to the way he puckered his already pouty lips to avoid nicking them. “Wet or dry razor?”  
 
    “Always wet.” Damn. The way he said it fuzzed up my vision that I almost didn’t see the lady with a stroller I was about to collide with as she came rushing out of a health food store. My heart only returned to normal when I noticed the stroller wasn’t holding a kid but two chihuahua’s. Welcome to the weird and wonderful New York where a woman pushing two bratty dogs wearing diamond collars sitting in a child stroller didn’t even register as odd. I could never be that woman.  
 
    “So, tell me when I was mean to you?”  
 
    It’s more than a slight chance I was. I’m caustic at the best of times and most people didn’t know how to handle that but add in how shitty I felt yesterday plus the bottomless pit of tequila I consumed, my tongue would have been looser than me that one New Year’s Eve party with the NFL quarterback.  
 
     “You don’t remember last night?” 
 
    “Most of it.” Unfortunately.  
 
    “You have a sharp tongue, baby-girl. And I liked it. I was trying to cheer you up with funny stories of my recent trip to Asia and immediately you hit back with how much money did my Thai bride cost.”  
 
    I laughed. “Well, how much?”  
 
    My whole coffee order went by in a blur because I was so fully focused on the man on the other end of the phone regaling me with retelling of my meanness that I was holding my venti almond mocha and back out on the street before I realized.  
 
    “You are a twisted kind of a man to like meanness, Grayson.” 
 
    “I am. Come back and be mean to me some more.” 
 
    “Nope. Places to go, a life to live, Gray. You do too, don’t you have shoes to sell?” 
 
    He sighed a great gusty noise loud enough to tell me he was exasperated. “You didn’t even have breakfast.” 
 
    “I’m capable of buying my own chai bowl.” But I was tempted… so much… to have Gray feed me.  
 
     “I’m about to go into the subway, handsome. But it was nice talking to you.” 
 
    “India … wait.”  
 
    I grinned, his voice, seriously… hot as hell.  
 
    At another time. Another place. Ahhhh… fate and destiny.  
 
    Hey, I watched Serendipity seven times. I know.  
 
    I couldn’t claim to not have felt this in a long time because I hadn’t felt this ... ever.  
 
    This was brand new and confusing. A little worrying. I didn’t have time for brand new emotions, I could barely keep a lid on the ones I did have.  
 
     “Bye, Grayson. Do great things today.” 
 
    And I hung up. 
 
    Not a minute later before I’d even paid my barrier toll a text pinged. 
 
    And my heart went directly into my stomach almost choking me on a mouthful of caffeine.  
 
      
 
    Sugar Daddy: We’re only just beginning, baby-girl. See you soon. Call me anytime. For anything. G. PS. No Thai bride if you’re interested. I’m holding out for a mean girl. Xx.  
 
      
 
    Two kisses. He added two fucking kisses. 
 
    Screwed. So, screwed.  
 
    But I spent the rest of the day smiling.  
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    If I took a deep breath into my lungs, inhaling the coconut and lemon scent of the candle I was burning just yesterday in my bedroom and squeezed my eyes tightly closed I could almost feel like my old self again.  
 
    In what order did an overwhelmed woman go about fixing a shitty life?  
 
    First thing was a hot shower.  
 
    I boiled myself under the hot spray until my skin screamed for mercy. And while I saturated my naturally-blond-but-sometimes-helped-out-with-a-little-enhancement hair in a conditioner mask holding my laptop I sat Indian style on my too-expensive couch. My one splurge—regrettable indulgence last year. 
 
    I didn’t count shoes as splurges.  
 
    Those babies were as necessary to me as blinking. 
 
    Okay. It had to be done.  
 
    I had enough in savings until next month. Enough to pay this month’s bills, plus mom’s bills, groceries and for her medication. I might have to drop the lawn service I hired to go to her place once a month and keep the grass looking neat. It was mostly to stop her neighbors from bitching their neighborhood watch mouths. Mom was practically a shut-in if I didn’t force her out occasionally, so she didn’t give a flying fuck about no damn grass. 
 
    When I punched in the grand total of what I’d need, without getting a pay check next month I wanted to cry.  
 
    I wouldn’t. Crying was for the powerless … or the drunk.  
 
    With every resume I emailed to job applications I felt more despondent.  
 
    Did I like that field of work? Nope.  
 
    Was I good at it? Absolutely.  
 
    It was why I’d stuck with it for so long. The regular pay check was a seductive bitch and living in Manhattan I’d gotten used to eating every day, so I’d stayed in the job up until that ratchet bitch back-stabbed me and I wouldn’t allow myself to be walked over like that.  
 
    Two weeks ago, I was the woman who had it all, not a care in the world; a high paying job, a third-floor apartment in the heart of the meatpacking district with a quiet drag queen for a neighbor who sometimes gave me almond milk for no reason. Drinks most every night, to schmooze clients into signing with my firm. And a high monthly clothing/shoe budget. 
 
    Sure, it was all bullshit. Anything on the outside looking in could appear perfect, you only had to look at those Instagram famous people. A smile could hide a host of problems and I was no exception. I lived it daily.  
 
    I’m good. I’m amazing, thanks for asking. It was from my own personal script.  
 
    No one in my life guessed how I still grieved for Jack. How I blamed myself for his death. How I’ve punished myself ever since keeping myself on the fringes of every relationship for fear of attaching and getting hurt again.  
 
    No one’s life was perfect.  
 
    Now as I sat on my stupid couch I was probably gonna have to sell and sent off my eighth job application I knew I had tough decisions to make. 
 
    I could with no trouble move back home with mom. 
 
    Her house was fortunately bought and paid by my granddaddy long before I was born. It was the one piece of good luck when dear old dirt bag sperm donor took off. We scarcely had much food for months, but we had a roof over our heads. 
 
    Living with mom again … I couldn’t face it.  
 
    I felt like crap admitting it, but there it was.  
 
    Her depression made me worse until it was a ricochet to my anxiety.  
 
    I’d get angry when she wouldn’t help herself, on the face of it content to wallow in her sadness. I hated it, and pitied her and sometimes, yeah... hated being around her for how it made me react. 
 
    Living with her couldn’t be an option. Not for a week or a month.  
 
    I ruled it out quickly.  
 
    Jobs applied for, I sighed and sipped a fresh coffee. Outside my building I heard yet another moving truck parking. When I’d arrived home, two movers were carrying out furniture. One day notice and already people were abandoning ship like the rats did the titanic.  
 
    There’s always Gray’s apartment. He offered.  
 
    Man, that voice needed to shut the hell up.  
 
    I was not living with a guy I didn’t know and the same guy I wanted to bounce on.  
 
    Feelings came with guys like Gray Ellison. The sweet, superman personalities who just wanted to rescue every damsel in Prada shoes distress. It made it worse that he was the Henry Cavill Superman and not the Dean Cain version. 
 
    I needed to stop thinking of him. 
 
    Next on my list. Apartments. Ugh.  
 
    Thirty-five calls—no word of a lie—later I was fed up.  
 
    No one had rooms to rent.  
 
    I couldn’t even get a closet in a shared house.  
 
    With a few viewings tomorrow for a brownstone I was not hopeful. 
 
    Around 7:30pm well and truly sick of adulting, I closed my laptop, it was tomorrow’s India’s problem now, I was officially tapping out for the night.  
 
    I finished checking in with my mom, and then I called the neighbor who looked in on her sometimes.  
 
    On the back of that soul sucking emotion I was just about to soak in a hot bubble bath and forget today happened, I was getting good at that, when the intercom rang. 
 
    Delivery.  
 
    Huh. I wasn’t waiting for packages, mostly because I’d heartbreakingly emptied my 400-dollar basket at Amazon just earlier. Again, adulting was the worst.  
 
    I tried to tell the young kid he had the wrong address. 
 
    “India Rivera?” 
 
    “Yeah, that’s me, but I haven’t ordered anything.” 
 
    “Look, lady, it’s Deliver-to-Door and I got stuff here for you.” 
 
    I used the service more times than I could count, regretting it now since I was broke-ish and they charged an arm and a kidney to personally shop for you. I buzzed the kid in and waited at my open door. 
 
    My eyes nearly bugged out of my head seeing the arm load of Food Emporium carrier bags. What the hell?  
 
    The blond teenager in a blue skull cap and his legs in the tightest skinny jeans huffed as he dumped all bags once he’d ambled down my lengthy hallway. My apartment was the very last one on the floor of five.  
 
    Red in the face he thrust an electronic tablet for me to sign.  
 
    “I didn’t order anything.” 
 
    “Lady, I got other delivers. It’s paid for, and I got a tip already, can you just sign?”  
 
    I signed and lugged the bags in. 
 
    I swear my heart shattered into a trillion pieces poking my head into the first bag. I grabbed out a familiar white box and just about hugged it to my chest. Cinnamon Toast Crunch. That was soon followed by Cocoa Puffs, Corn Pops, Cocoa Pebbles, Reese’s Puffs, Lucky Charms, and my personal favorite, Fruity Pebbles. And then more. Twelve boxes of cereal to be exact sat on my kitchen counter in formation. 
 
    What had that man done?  
 
    Oh, I was in no doubt who’d sent this delivery. It couldn’t be my mom, she had no idea how to use a computer. She hardly used the smartphone I had set up on my plan besides calling and texting me sporadically.  
 
    Gray.  
 
    This was all that rock star sugar daddy’s doing.  
 
    And as cheesy as the gesture was—who even sent a person boxes upon boxes of cereal anyway? My heart melted into my floor.  
 
    Hot, treacly feelings filled my chest.  
 
    Smiling, I padded across the kitchen floor to grab a bowl from the top cabinet. It was a basic all in one two-bedroom modern living space, ideal for a single woman with no family. I’d loved decorating it in muted colors and making it my home for the last four years. I wasn’t attached to it … mantra of my life … but I would miss it.  
 
    I went for the Fruity Pebbles, naturally. Liberally filling the bowl to the top and splashing cashew milk. I carried my sugary bounty into the living room, feet under me, taking my first mouthful I found his number and called Gray. 
 
    I wouldn’t admit right then just how excited I was as I anticipated hearing him again.  
 
    “Hello, sweetheart. This is a nice surprise, you miss me already? I can come and get you.” Those smooth-as-hell tones drifted through me like my body was made wholly of water. God.  
 
    “You sent me cereal. A lot of cereal. How did you know my address, stalker?” 
 
    He laughed huskily. “You don’t remember for shit anything you told me last night.” He laughed. Damn. “I’m glad it arrived. Not a Bran Flake in sight. I did good, didn’t I? Go ahead, you can tell me I did good.”  
 
    It was my turn to laugh around a gulp of sugary awesomeness.  
 
    Nothing made a shitty day better than cereal. Call me weird.  
 
    “I’m eating it right now, so you did okay, rock star. Thank you. Is it a weird mating ritual you Upper East Side boys do?” 
 
    Crunch, crunch, I was considering a second bowl. I could add putting on ten pounds to my list of shit things to happen to me this month.  
 
    “Would it turn you on if I said yes?” 
 
    I grinned. The man didn’t quit. I enjoyed him holding nothing back and saying whatever he thought. Usually it was me to do the flirtation dance. I was not backwards in coming forwards when I wanted someone, even for a short amount of time as the case usually was.  
 
    With Gray it was different, and I was happy—maybe wrong choice of words—for him to be as forward as he wanted.  
 
    He entertained me. Thrilled me. Turned me on.  
 
    The smoke in his charm served as a distraction and I needed that more than I needed a quick, phenomenal fuck from him. 
 
    I was in the strange limbo of wanting him as a friend and not just a lover and for a woman who ran fast and ran far if there was ever a whiff of me liking someone—really liking them, this was kinda freaking me out. 
 
    Yet, I didn’t hang up.  
 
    “I have my mouth full of Fruity Pebbles, Grayson. I’m already turned on, you found my kryptonite.” 
 
    I heard him groan. Sexy, sexy man. I shoved in more cereal and knocked naughty thoughts out of my brain.  
 
    “Why did you send me a million cereal boxes?” 
 
     “You’re a paranoid little thing aren’t you when someone wants to do a nice gesture for you?”  
 
    I huffed.  
 
    “I couldn’t stand not knowing you hadn’t eaten this morning. I choose the least healthy, sugar-heavy ones I could find.”  
 
    “You did good. It’s heaven. I’m thinking of grabbing a second bowl.” Scraping out the last dregs of cereal I held the phone while I dumped the bowl in the kitchen. “Where are you?”  
 
    “I’m at the office still, there was a problem with one of my overseas shipments and I’m waiting on a call from Japan.” 
 
    “Oh, important, rock star,” I teased. “I’ll let you go then.” 
 
    “No. Talk to me?” 
 
    Again, with the flash flood of heat between my legs and through my chest. I sighed knowing I really needed to nip this in the bud when it had nowhere to go. 
 
    “Sure.” I found myself agreeing as I curled up on the side on the couch and pulled a throw blanket over my legs, picturing him in his office.  
 
    Was he wearing a power suit? Maybe something casual? I wondered if he was intimidating as a boss or one of those do-good rare breeds. I wanted him to be the former and it had nothing to do with me having fantasies of him pushing me over his granite kitchen island, pulling down my underwear and punishing me with spanks.  
 
    Nope. Nothing at all to do with that.  
 
    Large hands. Perfect for spanking.  
 
    I cleared my throat and tried to relocate thoughts from the possibility of Gray being a little rough and forceful.  
 
    “Hey, are you with the shoes now?” I asked and caught his amusement as he answered. “Shoes and cereal. I’m learning a lot about you, India. Ready to move in? I might have samples at home.”  
 
    Oh, that taunting bastard. 
 
    I was tempted. 
 
    “Maybe I’ll just drop by and visit. The shoes. Not you.”  
 
    “Come any time. In fact, have a key. How is the house hunting going?”  
 
    He would have to ask, wouldn’t he? I groaned and threw an arm over my eyes, kicking my legs out straight beneath the blanket.  
 
    “I think I’m going to end up being a bridge troll. I hear the Hudson is nice this time of year.” 
 
    A great big rattling growl came down the line. “India.” The way he stretched out my name had those same naughty-girl thoughts travelling back through my mind, taking up root, planting their kinkiness front and center with Gray and his sexy growl the star of the show. “What’s it gonna take for you to agree to my offer?” 
 
    Hm.  
 
    Sex every night and three times on Sunday sounded a good place to start a bargain.  
 
    He really wanted me as a roommate? Was he lonely? I hadn’t factored that.  
 
    A man in his early forties living alone, no kids in the background, he said he had partner. Maybe he needed company.  
 
    But I was not the best choice.  
 
    I tested the waters. Knowing he was attracted and wanted to sleep with me didn’t make my nerves any less nervous.   
 
    “Okay, say I agree … is this roommate with benefits or strictly professional?” 
 
    “It’s whatever you want it to be. If you wandered into my room and climbed into my bed I’m not gonna kick you out,” listening to Gray was probably not the best distraction I could think of. Not when he confused and enticed me and made me want … things.  
 
    I couldn’t and wouldn’t.  
 
    Before I could get the words hook-up out of my mouth he followed up with. “I think we could have something special, India. You felt it last year, didn’t you?”  
 
    Yes. God, yes.  
 
    “You felt it today and last night as upset as you were. It was still there searing between us. Take a chance. What’s the worst that could happen?” 
 
    Oh, I laughed without humor. If only he knew what came of me taking a chance. And it was too dangerous for me to even contemplate.  
 
    “I’m almost broke, Gray. I have responsibilities, no job and I’m kind of a mess right now. I can think of a thousand better roommates for you.” 
 
    “I want you.” Thunderstruck. “Let me take care of you. For as long as you need. You can take your time looking for a job. I’ll pay whatever debts you have.” 
 
    Jesus, H Christ. Was he for real?  
 
    I sat up suddenly, headrush made me pause. “You realize I was joking about being your sugar baby, right? Tell me you know I was joking.” 
 
    He laughed hot and throaty, swagger in his tongue as it curled around my throat as warm as if it were his palm holding me down. “Baby-girl, I take everything you say seriously, you’ll get to know that in time. I don’t fuck around with what I want. I’ll always be honest with you. And seriously—It makes me hard as stone to know you’d rely on me for everything.” 
 
    Holy, fucking crap. 
 
    He wanted to be my sugar daddy.  
 
    This was happening. 
 
    This conversation was in real life happening right now as my heart rate enlarged hard enough I heard it thudding through my knee caps.  
 
    “Say yes, baby-girl. Let me give you everything to see you smile. Allow me to take some of your burdens for a little while.” And then he threw gasoline on my already raging inferno when his naturally deep voice dropped an octave and I reckoned it was his fucking to oblivion voice. “Say yes, and I’ll come and get you. I’ll never see you upset again, nothing will hurt you again, India. You want it, I fucking taste it in my mouth. I want it. I want to taste the truth on your tongue like you gave me last night. You were so fucking honest. Say yes….”  
 
    “Gray … I.”  
 
    Never had I been so incredibly tongue-tied or turned on or offended or confused in my entire life. 
 
    Every emotion screamed for attention listening to him quietly breathing as he gave me space to answer since he’d stated his case so eloquently. I was perspiring all over and wet between my legs squeezing my thighs together to stop the ache at the apex.  
 
    A lifetime of independence, of being the one in charge and responsible for everyone I just couldn’t say yes. 
 
    He was offering me peace. For a day. A week. A month. However, long.  
 
    I’d seen websites about sugar babies and always wondered how gold digger’ish did a woman need to be to feel justified in opening her legs for just any rich bastard? 
 
    Gray was different.  
 
    I was attracted to him in fresh, new, terrifying ways.  
 
    Wildly attracted to him. 
 
    And yet. 
 
    I couldn’t find that one word he wanted from me. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” I heard him sigh. “I just can’t. Bye, Gray.” 
 
    Before he could speak I hung up.  
 
    My heart thudded. 
 
    Palms sweaty. 
 
    And my pussy pulsed with the need to come. 
 
    My phone in my hand pinged, scaring me. 
 
      
 
    Sugar Daddy: I want you. Don’t disappear on me, India. I’m the guy. The one you can be safe with. You can’t raise the cereal alone. Call me anytime. Day or night. I’m here for you.  
 
      
 
    Funny and sweet. 
 
    Gray was a heady intoxicating kind of man.  
 
    And apparently, he was waiting by the phone until I changed my mind.  
 
    At least I was back in control now.  
 
    I breathed a sigh of relief and moved my butt to fix another bowl of cereal.  
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    India: Are you awake? Did Japan call? 
 
    Sugar Daddy: Awake and thinking of you. Talking to Japan wasn’t as fun as a mean girl.  
 
      
 
    Oh, he had jokes at 3 am. Sweet man.  
 
    I really should change his screen name. Nah. It suited him. Particularly when he persisted on trying to throw his money at me. My best friend had a moneybag’s husband, as she liked to call him when he tried to buy her every little thing she’d ever mentioned in her whole life. I’d laughed and told her to grab it all. 
 
    Now here I was, and a successful, gorgeous man was trying to offer me everything and I wasn’t snapping his hand off.  
 
    Because I didn’t want Gray for his money.  
 
    And I didn’t want him to think I only talked to him for his money.  
 
    I worried what he thought about me.  
 
    I wasn’t a money hungry barbie even if I always professed to friends to needing a rich man.  
 
      
 
    Sugar Daddy: Can’t sleep? Should I come over and fix that? 
 
      
 
    Why did my mind go to the dirtiest solution for insomnia first?  
 
    I inhaled and set my head back on the pillow. He made me act silly and out of sorts and that wasn’t me.  
 
    I liked being in charge. 
 
    I liked the chase if it was me doing the chasing.  
 
    I didn’t know how to handle this side of the man who hid nothing and who appeared to have no ulterior motives.  
 
    But he sure was fun. And a diversion while I couldn’t sleep thinking about the million things I needed to do tomorrow, starting with taking the ferry to Staten Island. 
 
      
 
    India: That’s a nice offer, Sugar D. But I heard if you’re from the Upper East Side you turn to dust if you step on this side of Manhattan.  
 
      
 
    He was so sexy with his silver spoon in his mouth. He didn’t talk like any New Yorker I knew. I loved the slightly rich quality to his voice and I was tempted to call and have him talk me into a rousing orgasm before falling into a sated sleep. But that was too dangerous.  
 
    Not a minute later.  
 
      
 
    Sugar Daddy: The more you call me that the greater I believe it’s what you want, baby-girl. Let me come and rock you to sleep. 
 
      
 
    With his cock in me. I instantly filled in the rest of that sentence and groaned burying my face in my hand as my pussy twitched wanting that very thing. If I concentrated carefully, remembering the thick shape of him through his jeans and the up-close view I’d gotten of his dick in his sweatpants—a thick log resting against his leg, I could just about imagine how he’d feel inside me. 
 
    Too big. 
 
    Too thick. 
 
    Pushing and pushing until he fit.  
 
    God. I was so hot. I kicked the blanket off my legs and exhaled my frustration. 
 
      
 
    Sugar Daddy: With my cock shoved tight inside you.  
 
      
 
    OH. 
 
    MY. 
 
    GOD.  
 
    I lost all spit on my tongue and air, where the hell was the air in here?  
 
    Was that joker reading my mind?  
 
    One handed I held the phone, because the other little bitch had slid down my belly directly into my sleep shorts to diddle the ache away.  
 
    Jesus, that felt good. I was wet, swollen. My poor, little neglected clit was so hard and needy I moaned up at the ceiling.  
 
    Picturing being held down and having Gray shove, shove, shove inside me until he fit all of himself into me had shivers flashing down between my restless legs. 
 
    What was I doing driving myself crazy like this? 
 
    Whatever I was doing, it seemed I had zero intention of stopping when fingers on both hands kept their motion going.  
 
    I misspelled so much I growled and pulled my hand from my shorts. As horny as I was I couldn’t have a text that looked like a blind duck had written it. 
 
      
 
    India: You keep talking like that and I’ll come.  
 
      
 
    Yeah. I sent it. I was ballsy at 3am.  
 
    It took not even ten seconds.  
 
      
 
    Sugar Daddy: Ask me and I’ll make it happen. 
 
      
 
    That dictatorial bastard. I had a good mind to turn my phone off and finish myself off. All it would take was a stroke or two. Or even a deep penetration from a favorite vibrator. I didn’t ask. And I certainly did not beg.  
 
    Who did the rock star think he was?  
 
    Scowling at the words on screen as if I could magically change them, another text followed.  
 
      
 
    Sugar Daddy: Imagine how good I could make you feel, baby-girl. 
 
    Sugar Daddy: So wet, soaking my fingers, wouldn’t you? 
 
    Sugar Daddy: You can ask me. For anything. It’s yours.  
 
      
 
    Jesus. I chuckled. Come into my parlor said the spider to the fly. 
 
    Me being the fly.  
 
    A very fucking horny fly.  
 
    It’s sexting. Something I’d done a million times before. Okay, not that much, but I was versed in the art. It was easy. Just tell him to say something filthy and make me come while I read his dirty words.  
 
    But the longer I stared at the screen, knowing he was waiting for a reply, probably in his own big bed, I faltered. 
 
    Was he hard and wanting? 
 
    Why did I find it so difficult to give up control, even with fucking sexting?  
 
    I was insane.  
 
    Borderline crazy. Had to be.  
 
    Because no matter how much I wanted to type please tell me more, I couldn’t. 
 
    And I didn’t. 
 
     Control was all I had right now and even that was pitifully small. 
 
    A hot guy wanted to make me come.  
 
    Boo-hoo. Feel sorry for me. Start a telethon in my name.  
 
      
 
    Sugar Daddy: One day you’ll ask me for everything you need, crave and long for, baby-girl. I’m patient. Get some sleep. If you need me, call. Xx  
 
      
 
    Those damn kisses again.  
 
    I stroked my thumb over them before placing my phone on charge by the bed and I curled up on the opposite side, so I wasn’t tempted to read over our conversation like a teen with her first crush.  
 
    He unhinged me in a good way.  
 
    But Gray Ellison was driving me crazy.  
 
      
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
      
 
    The next morning, before coffee had touched my lips my phone pinged. 
 
    It was either the phone company … bad news… or my mom … ugh.  
 
    My belly bottomed for both scenarios, but a smile emerged a second later. 
 
    Didn’t he ever sleep? 
 
      
 
    Sugar Daddy: Choose – Blue or Gray? 
 
    India: I need more information. What kind of blue? What kind of Gray? 
 
    Sugar Daddy: Fuck. Aren’t they all the same?  
 
    India: You are in fashion, rock star … no, they’re not all the same, you heathen. 
 
    Sugar Daddy: I’m merely the conduit between seller and buyer. I have teams of designers to decide the stock. 
 
    Sugar Daddy: Now help me choose a tie. 
 
      
 
    Who says merely in a text? Sexy snob.  
 
    I grinned into my coffee and grabbed my blond hair in a fist to tie it on top of my head ready for my workout DVD. My life might be in the trash currently, but I wouldn’t neglect the one good thing I had left. Hips and ass didn’t give a fuck if I was nearly dirt broke or about to be homeless, those bitches would get fat to spite me.  
 
      
 
    India: I need more info. What suit are you wearing? 
 
      
 
    Well-tailored suits could give me major lady-boners and since I didn’t get myself off last night my body was screaming at me now for that oversight. 
 
    Please me, pleasure me. 
 
    The familiar facetime bell rang, and I almost jumped out of my skin.  
 
    He was video calling while I was in my ratty oversized vest top, no bra ...shit … and my yoga shorts. I hadn’t even washed my face. 
 
    Great. I let it ring before I sighed and answered.  
 
    Not like I was gonna date him. He could see me looking hideous.  
 
    His face filled my screen and blood rushed to between my legs.  
 
    If I had a cock it would be standing to attention.  
 
    “You realize only assholes call at dark o’clock, rock star.” 
 
    He groaned and then flashed me a glistening white smile. His charcoal hair was perfectly sex-mussed, sweeping in all directions but I could tell it was styled by wax and fingers. His jaw was smooth and the shirt he wore was pure white against the tan of his throat. 
 
    In a word, he was delicious. 
 
    “Don’t turn me on by being mean, baby-girl, you had your chance last night to digitally ravage me.” Oh, my god. He had zero filter. “Now help me choose a tie. Which is your favorite?” He held two in his fist.  
 
    I bit back a smile and hoped I looked at least a little sassy holding the phone at arm’s length.  
 
    I could eat at least while he posed there being completely bangable, in what looked like the biggest closet I’d ever seen. 
 
    Damn his sex hair.  
 
    I propped the phone up against my coffee cup, making sure it faced the kitchen as I pulled out a bowl, milk and a box of my gifted cereal.  
 
    A little excited to dive in to some sugary bae.  
 
    “Just hold on, I need food if I’m to make this kind of decision for you East Side royalty.” I lifted on to my tiptoes and shoved the box back into the pantry. My belly groaned with hunger, and I had a mouthful when I turned back to the phone. 
 
    To see Gray staring. Had the screen froze? No, he blinked.  
 
    The cereal turned to sawdust in my mouth and I couldn’t produce enough spit to swallow it. chancing death, I forced the lump down. 
 
    My eyes flickered.  
 
    I knew that look he was giving me as he licked his lower lip. 
 
    “Jesus, India. Fuck.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Your fucking shirt. It has no sides. I can see your beautiful fucking tits.”  
 
    Oh? That? I shrugged and shoved in another spoon of Lucky Charms.  
 
    “It’s my workout shirt, I didn’t think I’d have to put my tiara on for anyone this early.” I explained. “I’m magically delicious.” I grinned and toasted him with my spoon before it went into my mouth.  
 
    “You’re fucking perfect. Let me come over. I’ll work you out.”  
 
    Again, with the sawdust. Did this man have a vendetta against me eating? I slammed down the bowl, sloshing milk onto the counter and grabbed my phone bringing it right to my unwashed face.  
 
    He grinned, and my pussy begged.  
 
    I moaned in my throat. I was blaming his sex hair. No one should look that good at serial killer hours. 
 
    “I heard that,” he informed like a smug motherfucker.  
 
    “You heard nothing and stop with the dirty flirting and show me these damn ties you can’t choose yourself.” 
 
    Truth was I found it incredibly arousing he wanted my opinion on what to wear and after I chose the light blue one ... and after educating him on all the different shades of blue, he then propped his phone against a huge mirror and I watched his reflection tie it skilfully, his long, deft fingers tucked and knotted, and I was hypnotized. 
 
    “How does it look?” He spoke into the mirror and I swallowed. 
 
    “Fuckable.” Traitorous tongue.  
 
    Gray laughed throatily. “Thank you, baby-girl. Not really the look I was going for to meet with my accountant, but I’ll take it.”  
 
    We shared a coffee together on video chat. 
 
    So weird, and yet I was … enchanted. That was a good word for it. An out-of-place word but it fit everything about Gray’s charms that seemed to come naturally to him. Nothing out of his mouth was forced or sleazy.  
 
    I only hoped he would do something to turn me off him, but as minutes ticked by and he smiled and laughed I became more enchanted. 
 
    “What does your day look like? Have any spare minutes for an old man to try and win you around?” 
 
    “Depends on the old man. I know several.” 
 
    He growled staring warningly at me. A genuine book boyfriend kind of growl. I thought those things were myths. Another thing to share with my best friend if I ever got around to telling her I was having a low-key flirtation—possible relationship—nearly sugar daddy contract with her boss.  
 
    His mouth stretched in a line as he stared at me with a bossy glare taking control over his brooding eyebrows.  
 
    “India, no.” 
 
    I gave a pithy snort. “I don’t like no.” 
 
    “You have no problem throwing no at me.” 
 
    “That’s different,” I grinned, “and I’m seeing my mother today. Not sure what I’ll feel like after that if I want company.” 
 
    “Do you have a bad relationship your mom?” Those piercing gray eyes looked as if they could see clear down to my anxiety.  
 
    Did it make me a bad daughter If I dreaded seeing my mom?  
 
    All answered pointed to yes.  
 
    I loved her, I did.  
 
    But she drained my energy and I feared if I allowed it I’d become just as neurotically empty one of these days. Jacky died, and she’d degenerated into herself.  
 
     It killed me that she couldn’t live her life. She missed Jack and the asshole she married, that she couldn’t turn the page to the next day. She was forever stuck in her own miserable time warp.  
 
    “Eh.” I answered vaguely. Avoiding his knowing eyes. “She has problems and we don’t always agree,” I found myself telling him.  
 
    “I can meet you there if you would like company.” 
 
    Gray going to Staten Island seemed too polite and alien, but meeting my mom at the same time? I almost choked. I tried to brush it off with a laugh. “Thanks, but she’d freak out if I brought someone home.” 
 
    More like I’d do all the freaking out because no one had ever seen me agitated and anxious before.  
 
    Angry? Sure. I wasn’t afraid to let my temper fly. 
 
    Life and soul of any party? Definitely.  
 
    But that sensation of feeling like I was going to die as my heart pumped too much and my lungs churned to fight for oxygen? No one saw me in those rare situations. It was too personal exposing my real self. 
 
    “My day is about to begin, sweetheart,” he told me as I watched him swing into a navy jacket, fitted perfectly to his form. 
 
    I wet my lips.  
 
    He noticed.  
 
    “Stop that.” 
 
    “Stop what?” I played dumb.  
 
    Picking up his phone Gray brought it closer to his face giving me the opportunity to gaze into his eyes and have bad thoughts.   
 
    “You keep telling me no, baby-girl, but those luscious lips are all about the yes. Bookmark this, we’re coming back to it later.” He said in a commanding tone that rippled down my spine. It wasn’t my fault my thoughts took me there.  
 
    How commanding he’d be in bed, out of it or up against a wall.  
 
    Was sweet Gray a good guy with a dirty boy personality?  
 
    His rumbling hum brought my eyes to attention. “I’d love to know what just went through your mind. Tell me later?” 
 
    “Maybe,” I flittered a smile and waggled fingers at him. “Go make millions, Sugar D. I have apartments to view in a little while.” 
 
    His forehead dissolved into a frown and before he could speak like I knew he was going to I waved. “Bye!”  
 
    I mean, there’s only so many times a guy will offer you a whole apartment before I’d snap his hand off and being in the same living space as Gray … my legs of their own accord would carry me to his bedroom. 
 
    And then what? We live happily ever after in sugar daddy heaven?  
 
    I scoffed pushing the table back, so I could get on with my workout. 
 
    This wasn’t a romance and I wasn’t a heroine who got the guy.  
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    Visiting my mother really needed to come with hazard pay. 
 
    Or a free fucking Coachella gift bag. Something.  
 
    If only now for the clothes that were ruined and most probably spider’s eggs nesting in my hair.  
 
    By the time I got myself back on the ferry I was mentally drained hugging my ice water bottle like a new born as I rested my head back on the seat.  
 
    It had been one of her bad days.  
 
    Like she had good ones, that was a joke.  
 
    Mom had subdued days then she had manic episodes where she absolutely needed to find Jack’s baseball mitt, or the world would come to an end.  
 
    To keep her calm, I was forced to search a filthy, dusty closet a hoarder would get a boner over. She’d packed everything of my brother in there years ago, but god forbid if I tried to get rid of something to make room. 
 
    So, it stayed in that messed-up shrine behind closed doors. 
 
    I’d found the mitt a dusty hour later. And what did she want it for? Absolutely nothing. She’d smiled, told me thank you, and placed it on a shelf in the living room. 
 
    Screw my life.  
 
    After that it was a case of paying bills, cooking so I knew she’d eat. I asked if she wanted to come into the city, she loved flowers, we could have walked around a park. It was met with a resound no, she was too tired.  
 
    Her therapist said she was still in the process of five stages of grief. I just wanted a mother who could remember to turn off the fucking stove, so she didn’t burn the house to the ground. Was it too much to ask for?  
 
    It was growing ever closer to the realization I’d have to move back to Staten Island if some miracle didn’t drop from the sky any time soon.  
 
    I’d heard nothing back from any job application.  
 
    The apartments I’d viewed so far weren’t even fit for vermin to live in.  
 
    My phone beeped right as I was getting off the ferry. 
 
      
 
    Sugar Daddy: Everything go okay with your mom? 
 
      
 
    Damn. Sweet man.  
 
      
 
    India: Yeah. I survived. Starving now, going home to bury myself in a triple hot cheese pizza.  
 
      
 
    I nearly invited him over. 
 
    Jesus. I wanted to fuck that man. 
 
    I was so itchy to get my hands on him that seeing his screenname gave me a case of the pussy clenches.  
 
    The urge to scale and cuddle him was a constant one.  
 
    This attraction was messing me up. 
 
    I could do it in three seconds flat if I invited him over and have a second spare to lick that arrogantly raised eyebrow while my legs cobra-wrapped around his slim waist.  
 
    Would he grab my butt? He looked like a butt grabber.  
 
    Just get two good handfuls and squeeze.  
 
    I bet if he fucked from behind he grabbed the butt really good, just open me up and pound. 
 
    It took some hard inhales to let my body know we weren’t about to throw down. 
 
    Invite him over. Kick him out of bed the next day when I’d used him up. There was no doubt at all I’d wring him dry.  
 
    The guy was a walking sex advert for horny women.  
 
    I was exhausted. Mentally, physically, emotionally.  
 
    My legs could hardly carry me as I took the long walk back to my apartment.  
 
    Cheese scent greeted me on the stairwell and it only grew stronger the closer I got to my door. Neighbors tempting me with their dinner. My belly growled like a lion.  
 
    A tall boy was propped against my door holding three boxes.  
 
    “Delivery for S. Baby?” 
 
    Sugar baby. God, he was funny. I was going to kill him just as soon as I’d ripped the pizza from this kid’s hands. 
 
    “I’m assuming he paid and tipped?” 
 
    “Sure did. Gave me a hundred to park my ass here and wait for you, too.” 
 
    I was half way through a first slice, gulping cheese and salami without chewing to sate my immediate hunger, my shoes kicked off, hair piled on top of my head and my butt on the couch before I called him, mumbling with a mouthful. 
 
    “You’re like the batman of deliveries,” I accused with a smile to my voice.  
 
    “You sounded hungry. I feared for the people you met on the way home.” 
 
    I am hungry. Ravenous. Fucking starved for that husky quality in his voice when he emitted that chuffed-half laugh of his. 
 
    One pizza and a box of garlic knots and I was anyone’s.  
 
    Well, I’d be Gray Ellison’s. 
 
    If circumstances were different.  
 
    Why couldn’t I be less complicated, so I could enjoy a delicious man and not catch feelings?  
 
    Gray was the perfect man, he should be married or screwing a score of women. Wait, maybe he was. He was a part-time rock star. It was a guaranteed panty-dropper. 
 
    “Are you hooking-up with anyone?” 
 
    A snort. “Right this second? If I have time to make a phone call, then I’m doing something wrong.” 
 
    My tongue dried. That just meant he wasn’t currently banging anyone. 
 
    My swirling belly suddenly didn’t feel so good and jealous thoughts crept in.  
 
    I fired back. “They have diagrams online to help you, Grayson.” 
 
    He barked a deep, rumbly sex laugh and just like that I wanted to forgive him for the faceless women he was fucking. “Mean girl is in fine form. I’m not hooking-up. Unless you want me to cancel my gig tonight and come over?” 
 
    Though I heard the darkly dangerous edge to his voice and all my sexual organs quivered and begged me to say yes, I concentrated on something neutral. 
 
    “You’re being mister rock star tonight?” 
 
    “I’d invite you, but your favorite word to me is no.”  
 
    “I’ll come!” I almost burst his eardrums and I was up off the couch and through to my bedroom where I grabbed the first pair of ripped skinny jeans I landed on and a crocheted sleeveless shirt. “What time and where?”  
 
    “Really?” 
 
    “Don’t sound so surprised. I told you I wanted to see you in action.” 
 
    His voice dropped in my ear. “I was hoping for something more intimate when you said that, baby-girl. Not in a packed crowd.” 
 
    Unf. That sexy rock star. He should come with a warning label; will cause vaginas to explode.  
 
    “Text me the address. I need to shower and—” 
 
    “You can stop at shower. My mind will fill in those wet blanks nicely.”  
 
    I laughed at his pervy retort. “You are a wicked boy aren’t you, Grayson, under the veneer of a sweet man.” 
 
    “Who the fuck said I was sweet?”  
 
    “I did. And Gray?” 
 
    I loved his voice, we’ve established that by now, but that thick quality, like he was already licking me from the inside outward was making my belly feel funny. 
 
    “Yeah, baby-girl?”  
 
    “Be extra rock star tonight, okay? Be so fucking sexy I lose my mind and throw my panties at you on the stage.”  
 
    I took his laughed agreement into the shower with me.  
 
    I was falling for a shoe salesman rock star who sent me food gifts.  
 
    Damn, if I didn’t sit on his face tonight after watching him being all fucking masculine and hot then I might as well sign up to a nun 12-step program.  
 
    I wondered if they had one of those in Manhattan.  
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    OH. MY. GOD.  
 
    Had the rapture come early? 
 
    Was I hallucinating? 
 
    Or was the god-like man who’d been trying for days to break into my heart, sexier than ever up on the raised stage in the crammed club in lower Manhattan? 
 
    It had been days since I’d used any of my social media accounts, mainly because I didn’t want to see that smug hag’s face all over my feed holding up her promotion. 
 
    But seeing Gray, sweat dotting his face, jeans perfectly formed to his legs and his hair all finger-fucked disarrayed as he strummed like Keith Richards bending over his sweet-as-fuck matt-black electric guitar in his capable hands … this was going on my Instagram.  
 
    In the throng of the crowd, it pulsed and sang along to their cover versions of Pink Floyd, The Red-Hot Chili Peppers, even some Pearl Jam and Queen so far. 
 
    Their set was amazing and had the crowd animated. 
 
    It was a young crowd too, not sure if that surprised me.  
 
    The two guys up on stage with Gray were good looking too. The singer had a smoky-rasp quality to his voice. 
 
    It was the guitarist who held my attention. 
 
    Gray was completely mesmerizing, and I haven’t been able to tear my eyes off him from the moment I entered Bonafide, a prominent club on East 52nd street.  
 
    I snapped a ton of selfies with Gray in the background, sending one to Sena who immediately messaged back several heart eyes emojis and “That is one gorgeous man.” 
 
    But it was my Instagram stories that were dominated by the rock star shoemaker. For my 800 strong followers if they clicked open my stories they’d seen him rocking out and mouthing along to the words, completely in the zone. They’d see him laugh at something his band mate shouted over at him. They’d see the hottest man alive, dripping in sweat as he lifted his black T-shirt to wipe his forehead and they’d hear the crowd of mostly women screaming like horny banshees the moment his washboard abs were displayed. 
 
    I might have been one of those screaming.  
 
    Okay, I was the loudest.  
 
    I couldn’t help it. From his frame it’s easy to see Gray was put together nicely with both height and muscle. Like all his pieces were in the right place. I just hadn’t expected the bump-bump-bump plus three more to be nestled on his torso. 
 
    And now I was obsessed. 
 
    I may have been the voice in the crowd yelling ‘take it off’ more than once. And he saw me, and that handsome boy sent a wink my way and then licked the corner of his lip.   
 
    By the time their set was finished, I was shaking with excitement as I hastily typed out one more Instagram post. My feed looked like a teenage crush had blown up all over.  
 
    I didn’t care.  
 
    From the amount of likes it’s getting, Gray Ellison rock star, was a hit.  
 
    Who knew the businessman had this kind of sexy in him. 
 
    I did.   
 
    When the band finished and exited the stage to applause, I never expected Gray to prop his guitar up against a large speaker, jump down off the stage and make his way towards me through the mass of people slapping his back and trying to talk to him. 
 
    Everything in my lungs seized as I stood there like a deer caught in the sights of a hunter. 
 
    Shit. 
 
    Shit.  
 
    He held me with his gaze, even as someone got in his way, those eyes came right back at me and I found my feet moving to get to him faster. 
 
    My heart pumping. 
 
    Desire like nothing I’ve felt before urging me on. 
 
    I knew we were about to make out. 
 
    The way our bodies came together, chest to chest, breaths heaving, and the way Gray dropped his head, gazing at my mouth hungrily, letting me see how sweat had darkened his hair to midnight black at the front. 
 
    His hands gripped my hips, dragging me in and god help me I whimpered. 
 
    “Gray…” I whispered, tasting him in my throat.  
 
    It was too noisy for him to hear me but as I lifted on my toes for his mouth to consume me, I was in reach of those perfect lips again.  
 
    I licked mine and he pulled back.  
 
    “Not here.” His voice was growl and gravel.  
 
    With a forceful arm snaked around my waist I was whisked through the crowd and he found an alcove. Don’t ask me how, I could barely see in front of me, what with my whole body shaking with lust.  
 
    The man I thought was so sweet looked at me like I was meat and he had a knife and fork at the ready. Head dropped, eyelids half mast, mouth wet from slaking it with his tongue and he was breathing heavy.  
 
    A bull ready to mount and I was so incredibly wet I just about cried out for something … anything to stop my ache. 
 
    Oh, look. We were slammed against a wall again. 
 
    Walls appeared to be our thing. 
 
    Before I could joke about it his mouth came crashing down on mine. No timid entry, no coaxing, he growled “Open up for me,” and I did.  
 
    It felt like pop rocks were bursting inside my skull. 
 
    Another perfect kiss shared with Gray as he grinded up against my belly and kissed the ever-loving hell out of me.  
 
    Even as my hormones rocketed into another dimension, something occurred to me that made the way his body towered against mine the hottest experience I’ve had in a long time, not only that, my heart was involved. 
 
    Gray didn’t just hold me like a potential lover with his fingers caressing up and down my spine, grasping the back of my neck so he could angle my mouth to a level that made him growl and lick across my tongue. 
 
    He held me like a woman. 
 
    It wasn’t awkward. 
 
    Or stifling. 
 
    It was possessive. 
 
    The hold of a man who knew who he wanted and that someone was me.  
 
    Oh, god. 
 
    We fit. 
 
    “You were so good,” I managed to say in between lip bites.  
 
    In the dark hallway, with Gray’s hands spanning either side of my neck, his mouth eating at mine as hungry of a kiss I’ve ever experienced, I knew we were the perfect fit in that moment.  
 
    Cue full-body explosion. No overstatement. Everything from my scalp to my painted toes pricked like I’d somehow managed to animate every single nerve in my body. My brain filtered out every consciousness that didn’t involve Gray.  
 
    His taste.  
 
    His smell coating my nose.  
 
    His rasping breaths.  
 
    His fingertips still locked in my hair massaging my scalp.  
 
    I pulled away an inch, needing to look at him, to process the visual along with everything else.  
 
    Licking my way into his mouth took a degree of patience I didn’t know I possessed. What I did know was I didn’t want to rush any of this. I’d wanted it—all of it, all of him—so long and so badly I’d even hidden it from myself when the image of Gray tried to sneak in this past year with the what if’s.  
 
    And now that I had him, right there, warm and sweet and real, I needed to take my time.  
 
    His tongue met mine for a hesitant flick that sent our hips rocking in sync again. The sweet, pure flavor of him was like a drug I knew might be addicting but had a high so enticing, I was willing to take the risk of becoming a junkie.  
 
    I explored his mouth, aware of every single response—fingers slipping through my hair, that sexy, raspy breath hitching when I gave a light suck, and that rotate—Jesus Christ, that rotate of his manly hips had me picturing him in every dirty position known to man and a few that may have been physically impossible but seemed awfully fucking tempting in theory. I was willing to break bones and sever arteries to give them all a try.  
 
    Holy shit, Gray Ellison was a drug.  
 
    “You came.” Eyes solemn, he licked his lips. “You look fucking incredible, baby-girl.” I knew I did. It took me long enough to shove myself into the jeans. All that damn cereal I’d been inhaling made my thighs thicker.  
 
    “God. I want to kiss you again,” he rumbled brushing his mouth in the barest touch to my mouth, “but I’m soaked.” Yeah, me too, buddy. “Let me go clean up. I’ll find you.”  
 
    That’s how I finally staggered back into the club and found a table booth in one far corner to calm down with a bottled water. 
 
    Not even ten minutes later, just as I finished posting another selfie to my Instagram and Facebook the man himself appeared behind me.  
 
    I recognized his warmth immediately. 
 
    A hand came around the back of my neck. It was one of those possessive holds I would usually bitch someone out for. And there I was practically purring like a cat.  
 
    His touch ignited a fire first within the lower portion of my belly and then directly into the thin lacy panties I’d worn. His fingers for a second tightened on my nape, one digit at a time, flex, release, flex, release and I swallowed a moan. “Enjoying yourself, sweetheart?” I nodded like an idiot. “What can I get you to drink?”  
 
    He slid in the booth opposite and I was glad of the distance, so my raging hormones could chill their shit down. “I have a water.” No drunk for me tonight. Not ever again. Not for as long as I lived.  
 
    Not that having him directly manspreading along the booth seat in front of me did much of the calming. He was free of sweat and wearing a fresh t-shirt, his wet-slicked hair roughly finger-combed off his face, he looked fuckable as he unashamedly eye-fucked me from under his lazy lids. A tender sweep of his gaze. 
 
    I might have recklessly slid out of the seat and gotten into his lap taking his unspoken invitation to put myself there if not three seconds later two other men came from the crowd and pushed their way onto our booth.  
 
    Both looked to be middle-to-late thirties.  
 
    One on my side, the other squeezed in with Gray.  
 
    That guy I recognized as the band drummer with his long reedy frame, clipped hair around the sides and darkly slicked off to one side on top. With his smiling blue eyes and short facial hair like he hadn’t shaved all week, he looked exactly what we all imagine a drummer to be like. Relaxed. Self-assured with tattooed arms like guns wearing a ripped white tank top. 
 
    I had to turn slightly to see Gray’s other friend because he was in my fucking personal space, thigh touching thigh, overbearing body heat radiating through my jeans. He was around the same build as Gray, not as muscled with a swimmer’s body. He looked like he had Scandinavian heritage with his short and messy ice blond hair and penetrating, pale blue eyes that gave the immediate impression he was constantly straddling the line between being bored and manic. Cocky as hell if the smirk on his face was to be a gauge. But then he was the singer. Being a front man was notorious for having over inflated self-worth and from the screams tonight I would lay money on him using that to get laid often. The tatts around his inner forearms added into his exaggerated reputation.  
 
    I’d known him three seconds and I could recognize his ego for days.  
 
    He was all the commitment-shy fuck boys I’d ever known before.  
 
    Cocky assholes were widespread these days, little men thinking they were big gods because of their pay check or dicks. You saw it everywhere—on tv, romance books, romantic movies, even in Wholefoods with jackasses squeezing avocado’s. 
 
    I heard Gray murmur. “I thought you going to that club uptown?” 
 
    Blondie spoke in the same raspy eloquent voice as Gray, even with his curled up permanent sneer he probably thought looked so fucking cool.  
 
    Three little rich boys playing at rock stars. I bit back my grin.  
 
    “And miss seeing a lovely babe like this one. Hi, gorgeous,” he turned to me one arm behind on the seat and grinned, sexual ego coming off him in waves like he thought I should be flattered and wet he was smiling at me. “I’m Cal, the most handsome fucker at this table and who might you be? More importantly, did you love my show? You did, right?” 
 
    The other two, Gray included, scoffed. “Rein in the ego, Mick Jagger.” Gray said. “India, these degenerates are Cal and Lincoln. Ignore anything either of them say, they’re born liars.”  
 
    It was Lincoln who reached across the table to shake my hand, only Gray got there first and smacked it away. It gave Cal the opportunity to slide across the booth seat once more to come up flush against my leg. 
 
    Now personal space never bothered me. I’ve been in more clubs and festivals than I can recall, and those places are usually wall to wall bodies. But it’s altogether different sitting in a booth when you haven’t indicated you want an arrogant guy that close. Singer Cal didn’t understand common gallantry.  
 
    “Gray said he had a friend coming to the gig tonight, he didn’t say you were a knock out. Where’ve you been all my life?” Joking or not he stared a little too long for my liking and I turned away to give my eyes to Gray. 
 
    A waitress brought a tray of drinks and hands descended to grab glasses.  
 
    “Gray didn’t tell me anything about you,” I informed with a smile. I winked at the quieter friend sitting next to the object of all my fantasies. “You though, he talked non-stop about you, Lincoln. Nice to meet you. The show was amazing.”  
 
    “Hey, thanks.” Lincoln said, dipping his head over his hands making dark locks fall into his eyes. Seriously fucking veined hands. I should snap a picture for my Instagram.  
 
    Gray flashed me the sexiest smirk, grabbing my attention I almost came in my panties.  
 
    I licked over my dry lips when one of his gazes had my stomach bottoming out. 
 
    Did he realize what he was doing? 
 
    Sure, he did.  
 
    I was aware Gray’s age took him almost fifteen-years older, and for me it was one of his many appealing qualities.  
 
    Dear god, don’t let me have daddy issues, I laughed to myself.  
 
    “What is it you do, gorgeous?” Asked Cal downing half of his scotch in one. His arm sneaked onto the booth behind me, fingertips touched the ends of my hair.  
 
    “India.” Gray growled correcting him, causing Cal to smirk.  
 
    “I’m a professional ball buster for cocky little boys.”  
 
    Lincoln laughed, unaware of around twenty sets of female eyes on him, admiring him from top to toe. I saw Gray’s lips twitch and it felt like we’d become this team sitting sandwiched between his two polar opposite friends. “What is it you do?”  
 
    I was going with something in the city.  
 
    Stockbroker.  
 
    Venture capitalist.  
 
    Specialized asshole.  
 
    Since he’d tried to grab my thigh three times already under the table I was going with door number three.  
 
    “I teach high school music.” 
 
    Shut the front fucking door. No way. His students must hate this arrogant bastard on sight.  
 
    The quieter, nicer friend worked for an IT company, blah blah. I didn’t understand his job title, but I just bet my best friend would have geeked out to talk tech with him.  
 
    “We’re heading to a party soon, you should come, gorgeous.” Offered Cal, looking directly at me, a dark twinkle in his eyes. Was he seriously hitting on me in front of Gray, when he knew I was here to see only him? God, I should punch this blond haired, blue eyed shithead.  
 
    “You wanna reel it the fuck in, asshole?” Said Gray with a warning stare.  
 
    “What? Just being friendly to the little girl. She might want to party.” Smirk. Smirk. How was Gray friends with this guy? If he had any positive qualities, they were buried under mount assholery.  
 
    “I don’t. Thanks.”  
 
    I used that second to slide across the seat and squeezed myself in the inch gap that took me to Gray’s side. Our thighs bumped, and he placed a hand right there on the top of mine. 
 
    Instant heat. 
 
    Instant comfort.  
 
    He squeezed, and I put my hand over the top to let him know he didn’t need to get pissed on my behalf.  
 
    “It’s like that is it?” Smirked Cal, amused, eyes going between us.  
 
    In this scenario, yeah, the hell it is, buddy.  
 
    “Yeah, it is, so withdraw your dickhead come-ons, Cal, so India doesn’t think that’s all there is to you.” Answered Gray, not sure what was transpiring between them, but it was evident I’d been claimed by the guitar player of the band. 
 
    I would not swoon.  
 
    I didn’t even get this excited the weekend I partied with that third runner up of American Idol. She was sexy, and we’d had a lot of champagne and fun in a hotel room for twelve hours, but I couldn’t bring her name to mind at all now.  
 
    Not with strong fingers stroking my jean leg. Those fingers found the distressed hole and touched skin. He flamed me in seconds.  
 
    “Nothing wrong with a little groupie sharing, man. Gorgeous might be up for it.” 
 
    Oh, god. Asshole, cocky and a sleazebag.  
 
    My holding back on my attraction to Gray didn’t alter the fact that in a sea of men I’d choose him. 
 
    I’d choose him over anyone.  
 
    Before he could blow up when I felt his body stiffen beside mine I tucked my fingers underneath Gray’s. “Firstly, I’m Gray’s groupie only. Second, how old are you?” I asked him. 
 
    Cal man-spread himself and winked with his glass up to his lips. He was a good-looking guy, so my thinking was he was overcompensating with his ego because of a teeny wang. “Thirty-eight.”  
 
    “And you’re still talking about sharing women like you’re in a fraternity? Here’s a tip, singer. It doesn’t impress women.” Tongue poked into the side of my cheek. Indifferent to his good looks and overt cockiness. “Maybe stick to the day job, dude.” I turned to Gray, his eyes blazing hot. “I’m ready to get out of here if you are?”  
 
    Right there he placed his lips against mine. I was in no doubt it was for his friends benefit, but I had Gray’s lips again, so semantics didn’t come in to it. I smiled against them. 
 
    Friendships were weird when you think about it.  
 
    Sometimes they were with overcompensating sleazebags like Cal. I couldn’t see what Gray liked about him. But he was his friend not mine.  
 
    One day you didn’t know a person and then you recognized something in them you liked. Either a common interest, humor or even a shared weirdness and then from that day on you claimed them as someone in your tribe.  
 
    It might only be a few days since I’ve truly gotten to know Gray, the first meeting not included, and yet sitting at a table with two of his friends it’s more than evident to my thrumming heart and mind that out of these three people he would be considered my person. 
 
    My friend. 
 
    My Gray.  
 
    I’d really love to say I went home with Gray and we fucked for hours. 
 
    With the way my body was humming at every slight touch. Hands brushed, shoulder against his chest, my hand on his inner thigh in the cab. The sex clues were blatantly there.  
 
    My big fucking mouth ruined it.  
 
    Just as we pulled up outside my building, he opened the door for me and what did I do? 
 
    I yawned.  
 
    I yawned so wide I looked like a lion about to devour someone’s head.  
 
    And once I started it was a ricochet because the things just wouldn’t quit.  
 
    “Are you coming up?” I asked seeing him paused holding the cab door. Frowning at me. “Gray?” He’d worked hard for this and he was hesitating?  
 
    He took my face in his two big hands and kissed me lightly on the lips. 
 
    Mmm, that was more like it. I leaned in for more and he stopped me.  
 
    “You’re tired, baby-girl. Go climb into bed.”  
 
    Now the thing is. I’m not a spoiled brat. I would have needed a charmed life to qualify, and we all know I didn’t. But damn if I didn’t want to throw my fucking tiara and stomp my foot and yell I didn’t want to go to bed, I wanted to be fucked with the promise of all the heated stares he’d given me tonight.  
 
    I looked at him and I saw regret.  
 
    I also felt how his body wanted mine. Big and hard.  
 
    “Fine,” I tried to walk away. I didn’t beg. He caught be around the waist, hugging my back to his chest, his face buried in the side of my throat and I melted like ice. God, it felt good to be held so confidently close.  
 
    Gray was a man’s man. I didn’t know if it was his age, but I got firework thrills through me every time he was this take charge sure guy. Even when he little-boy grinned at me it was in a way that I could tell he was a gets shit done type.  
 
    I didn’t know that type turned me on. 
 
    Until it did.  
 
    Now my damn clit wouldn’t shut up about wanting a piece of Gray.  
 
    And just when I was about to relent and give in, forgetting all my reasons why hooking up with him now was bad timing, he sent me to bed alone.  
 
    “Don’t leave cross with me, baby-girl. I fucking want you, always, constantly and you’re worth waiting for,” he whispered like he had a mouthful of sand. Pained and rusty. I melted further, “but not when you’re exhausted. I want you all night long, not a fast screw.” 
 
    He said screw and my vision blinked out.  
 
    The big hand curled around the front of me stroked my belly. Petting me into not being mad with him and what could I do? The man seemed to dive into my psyche and know effortlessly what I was thinking.  
 
    “Okay,” I said quietly and then my tongue went rogue by asking, “will I see you soon?”  
 
    Maybe for breakfast sex.  
 
    Or lunch sex.  
 
    I was easy.  
 
    I was also horny, and I hated he could turn his on and off at will and be reasonable. I felt childish in light of his adulting.  
 
    “I’m heading to Chicago in the morning for a meeting, but I will video call you. Maybe you could wear that workout shirt again for me.” His long fingers ran up my ribcage, tickling my side boob. 
 
    Inhaling I pulled out of his arms. He didn’t get to have me even more soaked if he had no intention of following through.  
 
    And then using his devastating smile for evil he hit me with, “Maybe give what I said a thought while I’m away.” 
 
    Moving in with him. He still wanted me to live with him…  
 
    Jesus. He was crazy.  
 
    And I was considering it.  
 
    Fingering through my hair, I licked my lips and heard him groan. “Get up to bed, baby-girl, before I forget the bullshit I just said.” 
 
    I smiled coyly. “Goodnight. And Gray? …. You were so good tonight. I’m glad I got to see you play. Dream of me and all that you’re missing, Sugar D.” 
 
    I thought I heard him mutter “All fucking night,” but I was already up the front steps. He stayed there until I waved and went inside.  
 
    Overheated and smiling I trekked up to my apartment and found a text from him asking if I made it inside okay. 
 
    Sweet man.  
 
    If I’d known I wouldn’t see him for the next six days I might have text more than a simple goodnight. I would have sent a sexy selfie in my boy shorts and kiss swollen lips.  
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    I think I’m dating a millionaire.  
 
    Or I was insane.  
 
    One of those options.  
 
    But it mostly felt like I was dating a rich guy. 
 
    Not even twelve hours later, right as I was about to leave for two interviews back to back, dressed in my smartest tailored pants and blouse and my lucky push up bra and a pair of power-bitch heels, a delivery guy strolled out of the stairs huffing and puffing under the weight of his cargo.  
 
    Sighing, I waited at the door, hand on my hip, accusation in my eyes. “Okay, hand it over.”  
 
    It was the same Deliver-to-Door kid.  
 
    “Is he paying you to come back here personally?” 
 
    The teen boy flashed a grin.  
 
    Gray was absolutely giving this kid extra tips.  
 
    “Put it in the hallway,” I instructed. I was already running late, so I’d open it later. 
 
    All morning it bugged me as to what he’d sent this time. 
 
    It made having two mediocre yet hopeful interviews bearable knowing I had the package to go home to. After stopping for a coffee and talking to a breastfeeding best friend on facetime. Theo was a greedy guzzler, so we had a good thirty-minute chat before she had to burp and do a crappy diaper. Seeing her so blissful in her married family life I felt a pang hit me square in the belly. 
 
    What did I have?  
 
    A mountain of debt that wasn’t all mine. 
 
    Responsibility for a parent.  
 
    No job.  
 
    No home in a couple of weeks.  
 
    No boyfriend. 
 
    Oh. Maybe I did. We just hadn’t had the talk. You know the one. Will you be my girlfriend? It was so fourth grade and maybe I wanted him to say the words.  
 
    Ugh, I was disgusting.  
 
    I still smiled unlocking my front door knowing what was waiting for me on the other side. It was almost as thrilling to know if Gray was in the living room. Excitement squeezed through my arms and legs as I threw off both jacket and shoes. Before I knew it, I was into the box like a kid on Christmas morning.  
 
    Set after set I pulled out multicolored gym gear. And this stuff wasn’t cheap. I know it wasn’t because I’d wish-listed it on Amazon months ago. 
 
    In total, Gray had bought me ten new workout outfits. Tight three-quarter leggings, vest tops and sports bras. In every color imaginable.  
 
    And in my size.  
 
    Was the man a genie in his secret life?  
 
    Maybe he just had the secretary in a million who’d been choosing these gifts.  
 
    I missed him. I realized. Not the weak kind of missing a person, but the real heart aching missing.  
 
    Not even a full day yet after our epic make-out session and I missed his face, his arms, his epic hugs.  
 
    The next day it was a delivered sushi lunch.  
 
    The day after that, what I thought was flowers, on closer inspection it was a chocolate bouquet. That damn man was trying to woo me with food.  
 
    And as I unwrapped a praline flavored rose heart and shoved it between my teeth I smiled savoring the sweetness and thought I didn’t mind so much. 
 
    That afternoon when I arrived home after a failed interview for a PA job I was far too qualified for and the boss treated me like a sack of shit, depressed and in my own pool of pity a box was propped against my door.  
 
    In our current times you couldn’t be too careful of mysterious packages, so I kicked it first. It neither ticked nor barked so I hauled it inside, used a butter knife to slice open the tape. 
 
    His gifts made me feel.  
 
    I know I know, I wasn’t an actual, unfeeling robot. I felt too much at times, that was my problem. 
 
    But the emotional entanglements were something new and Gray was all emotions to me. Not just that. He seemed to tap into my soul with each surprise. It was the thought behind them that made me feel. Thoughtful gifts that weren’t flashy and overbearing. Each one delighted and brought a smile to what were crappy days.  
 
    He became important.  
 
    He became the one who gave me intervals of happiness.  
 
    He’d caught me at a weak moment and now I was anxious, even excited to see him. Talk to him. Be around his kind of gravitational pull.  
 
    Lust was a powerful emotion, kindness was a drug, for me at least and if Gray persisted in doing sweet, selfless things for me when I needed the gentleness the most I was going to fall for him. 
 
    And then we’d both be in trouble.  
 
    The next gift was a fruit basket. But no ordinary fruit. It was dipped in dark, milk and white chocolate and then after an exhausted day taking my mom to her therapy where she argued with me the entire way there that she was fine and didn’t need pills or a doctor, I found flowers on the doorstep. 
 
    Vases and vases of fresh cut flowers in all colors.  
 
    I felt tears sting the back of my eyelids as I carted them inside and searched for a note.  
 
      
 
    “This is what I see when I look at you, baby-girl. Bright, vivacious colors. Nothing can dim your light.” 
 
      
 
    There was no denying the blast of emotions he invoked in me.  
 
    Hell, even thinking about Gray lately had me deliriously distracted.  
 
    That twitchy half-smirk of his or the way he shoved hair out of his eyes messing it further and did I mention the way he played the guitar did things to my insides?  
 
    His fingers plucked invisibly at my heart.  
 
    I spent an hour on the phone with him after dinner. It was a struggle not to ask him when he was coming home. Every time he laughed the noise settled deep in my womb.  
 
    I missed him.  
 
    Strange, really, how attachments formed like roots growing underground. Only when it was exposed to the air do you finally see it.   
 
    I found myself telling him things I hadn’t shared with even my closest people.  
 
    How much of a struggle I found my mom most days.  
 
    How I wish she’d let me help her.  
 
    That I longed for her to be the mom I’d grown up with instead of this shell of a woman still waiting for the absent ex-husband to return home one day. Being a caretaker of a parent meant we’d missed the friends’ stage.  
 
    He listened without offering advice as people were prone to do.  
 
    He let me go on then told me to get tucked in. To sleep, because tomorrow was a brand-new day. 
 
    The optimistic rock star made me smile so much.  
 
    I fell to sleep to the sound of his breathing.  
 
    We never did hang up the phone that night.  
 
    He never did tell me how he knew to send me things I liked.  
 
    Maybe the sugar daddy was psychic.  
 
    Maybe he was magic.  
 
    Maybe he was the one who made all my days better.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    GRAY  
 
      
 
    Folding back my blue shirt sleeves, I stretched back in my big, black leather chair, the spring in the underside giving way under my weight.  
 
    Phone in my hand. 
 
    A big fucking goofy grin on my face.  
 
    My girl had been busy today posting on her social media accounts.  
 
    Yeah, what I was doing equated to fucking internet stalking. It was the closest I got to understanding her when she was closed lipped. It showed me her moods, her likes, the things she wanted from life. From scrolling back further than I cared to admit I made lists in my phone of everything that seemed to appeal to her. Clothes, food, music, destinations I longed to whisk her away to.  
 
    All in good time, those would wait.  
 
    But the small things? Those I could do for her now.  
 
    I’d resigned myself to the twinge of guilt for my sneaky fact-finding campaigns because all I was doing was checking she was alright when she herself wouldn’t tell me. 
 
    Not that food pictures or even funny memes told me much of her mental state or mood that day. But what it did tell me when I was so far away from her in Chicago was let me know she was present in the moment. 
 
    No doubt about it, had India posted anything signifying she was sad or lonely I would have hopped a plane and got back to her that very day.  
 
    Instead, I was a forty-one-year-old man, considered to be sane most of the time, with a structured life and a growing company to run, staff to oversee and I was stalking my girl online and loving every second of it. Because what she was posting was all the gifts I was sending her. And she captioned them with funny taglines. 
 
      
 
    Caption: Cereal, SUGAR. D, cereal. Wink emoji. 
 
    Caption: The way to my heart is not with chocolate. But it doesn’t hurt to try.  
 
    Caption: New pants. New lunges.  
 
      
 
    She made me laugh more than anyone else. Her caustic, almost hard cracks and rejection only served to be fuel to my fire.  
 
    I wanted to be consumed in India Rivera in whatever form she’d allow.  
 
    We were fast friends, like we’d known each other forever, but I wanted more from her. I needed to have her taste saturating my tongue day and night. I could still feel her lips under mind and those tiny mewling noises she made when she came. I’d pleasured her and made her sigh dreamily into my mouth and still I wanted more. 
 
    I wanted everything from her. 
 
    Not wanted. That was a watered-down version. Hungered.  
 
    Waiting was a hard-fucking game for a man like me who usually went full speed ahead for something I desired. I didn’t become a self-made millionaire under slow steam. No, I went all out, taking risky moves to get where I was now, and the risks had paid off. 
 
    I found taking uncharted chances with India before she was ready to admit she had feelings for me was something I couldn’t do. It meant something she’d turned to me in her hours of despair. I wouldn’t squander that chance by being too me and rushing her.  
 
    Her last picture posted to Instagram only twenty minutes ago was of her feet standing on the subway platform.  
 
      
 
    Captioned: The grind never stops.  
 
      
 
    I frowned stroking my thumb over her beautiful printed satin Ted Baker pumps.  
 
    Were her feet aching? Had she eaten today? I didn’t like that I didn’t know these things. She didn’t confide much this week other than her interviews were a bust, or the guy she interviewed with talked only to her tits or she didn’t like the feel of the company. I felt every rejection for her and just about called in a few favors from people in the industry I knew to give her a foot in the door.  
 
    But she would hate me for that.  
 
    India was a prideful woman and I admired the quality in her but damn if it wasn’t fucking frustrating to sit by and watch her deflate after each knock back. 
 
    She had unshed tears she wouldn’t let me repair and holes in her heart that gaped their wounds out of her eyes. I think the most honest she’s been with me was when she was tipsy and even then, I watched her barricades coming up the next morning. I couldn’t claim to even know all her trials in life, especially her grief for her younger brother, but seeing an inch of her vivaciousness die out was not something I could stand by and watch.  
 
    It’s not in me to not do anything if I could do something about it and yet I had no choice but to wait, until she gave the green light and her trust in me was cemented.  
 
    Acting like a fucking wild boar would only make her run from me and thinking of even a second where she’s not mine was inconceivable.  
 
    Knowing she was on limited time to move out of her apartment too was giving me a fucking ulcer when all I wanted to do was take care of her. To give her everything she could possibly ever need and want to make her happy.  
 
    I understood her hesitancy. On a scale we haven’t known each other all that long, but for me I would have moved her in five minutes after walking into that Irish bar and seeing the sadness soaked in her eyes. I would have carried her off to my car, cradling her the entire way, whispering sappy shit I’d never uttered before to anyone and offered her the world on a fucking platter if I got even a single sense she would take it.  
 
    As it stood now, she got joy out of silly little gifts. They made her smile and giggle to me down the phone while she laid in bed late at night and drove me crazy to be there next to her.  
 
    I lived for those moments.  
 
    India was unlike any other woman I’ve known before. Her strength and tenacity were a huge turn on. The amount of time I spent with my dick hard it was a wonder my brain could fully function to run my business with no blood flow to the upper portion of my body. 
 
    She tied me in knots and fed a side to me I never knew was there. Not with any previous lovers or the long-term disaster that was my almost-marriage. No one elicited these dark notions within me. Only my India.  
 
    Hell, maybe she was right with this sugar baby running joke we had going between us. Because what I felt wasn’t normal, was it?  
 
    I rubbed a hand through my hair, I should be working but here I was daydreaming over a girl like I was fifteen again.  
 
    Dreaming of taking her home to the family. My mom would lap India up. She’d been dying for me to settle down. If only she knew how hard I was working to make that happen she’d have a stroke, then throw a party for 500 people.  
 
    Going on vacation where I could spoil her until my old-fashioned soul was sated.  
 
    I wanted to give to her and have her take from me. To know her needs …all of them… were being sated to a state of euphoria by only me.  
 
    Caveman? Fuck knows. That’s what I wanted from her and I was never about lying to myself.  
 
    It was sex, of course it was, she was more beautiful than the fucking sun itself and I had a need to pound her into my bed and leave a lasting imprint of her behind in the mattress. She was every thought I had, every heavy-laden dream where I woke solid and hurting and only stroking it out eased me.  
 
    But what kept drawing me back to my girl was her dig-deep spirit.  
 
    She wasn’t a quitter even if life was taking turns at bashing her. 
 
    She fought, and she lived with steadfastness. 
 
    All I knew last year was I’d got one look at her smiling face, that wicked little glint in her forever changing eyes and I was hooked.  
 
    She had no idea I’d belonged to her minutes after meeting her. Body, heart and everything that came with it.  
 
    With many regrets under my belt, not pursuing her then was top of the list.  
 
    No one could claim I made the same mistake twice.  
 
    I’d been damn celibate since that day because she’d bewitched me, and my body only wanted hers under my own.  
 
    I inhaled and felt my belly tense. Sex thoughts in the middle of the day while I was waiting for an overseas rep to meet with? Had to get my shit together.  
 
    Manic desire burned through my every nerve ending each time I manage to grab some time with her, and with India, that was not easy.  
 
    Playing hard to get? I didn’t care, if she let me have some time. I loved that she made me chase.  
 
    She wasn’t a challenge as Cal joked with me. That dumb fuck I was friends with had intimacy issues, he didn’t get I liked India. It wasn’t about conquering her pussy. I was fighting for us to be everything to each other.  
 
    Clicking out of her Instagram I went to the text thread and sent her a message.  
 
      
 
    Gray: Thinking of you, baby-girl.  
 
      
 
    Her reply came five long minutes later when I was sending an email to Dubai about a latest shipment of shoes. It was instantly forgotten.  
 
      
 
    My Girl: Dirty old sugar D’s need to be working.  
 
    My Girl: Thinking of you, too. Ugh!  
 
      
 
    I laughed. I was getting to her if she was frustrated about me being on her mind.  
 
    My cock ached behind my zipper and that was my cue to put my feelings away or embarrass myself once my 11 o’clock client arrived. Ignoring the throb and the dry mouth aching to taste her between her legs, to see how pink and wet she’d get for me. I set the phone aside and switched browsers on my MacBook.  
 
    Today’s delivery ... hmm… depending on how her day went, I wanted her to have a smile at least.  
 
    And to know I was the one to put it there.   
 
    To romance a strong-minded woman who appeared to hate my money and how I wanted to give it to her was a challenge. But one I was up to.  
 
    First, I ordered pints of her favorite ice cream and had that delivered for her that night. She sent me 5 rows of emoji kisses and a promise to call once she’d gulped it all. She’d suffered with a bellyache when she eventually called me, my poor girl. 
 
    Her fucking appetite would kill me if I ever got my dirty hands on her.   
 
    She had no idea the raging lust that burned beneath my skin for her. 
 
    My last gift before I saw her again was ordered. And I smiled thinking of her face opening it up.   
 
    Couldn’t fucking wait to lay eyes on my girl again.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    [image: ] 
 
      
 
      
 
    Oh, adulting really did sting sometimes when hard decisions needed to be made.  
 
    First, I had to bite the bullet and do something I didn’t want to do, amid my giant crying session and agitated anxiety attack on my bathroom floor at 2am, the choice was made. 
 
    Taking styled Instagram photos of my seventy-four pairs of designer shoes, some still in their boxes unworn I put them on a for sale app.  
 
    Already thirty-five pair had sold much to my misery.  
 
    Desperate times.  
 
    It was depressing to know I was over qualified for jobs I wanted and being told the positions were filled anyway. 
 
    Well, thanks a fucking lot.   
 
    Just when I thought the day couldn’t get any more miserable my mom called.  
 
    It wasn’t unusual for her to call during the day. Typically, if she was having an episode it was at night, so I didn’t think much of it when I saw her name. 
 
    Her crying on the other end had my belly clenching.  
 
    Hair dripping down my back, the towel wrapped around me didn’t really give any warmth and goosebumps dotted on my flesh as my own heart picked up speed.  
 
    “Ma? Slow down. What’s wrong?”  
 
    Her crying went on and on. I caught my name in between her inaudible, garbled words. This was one of the reasons I needed her to live with me. Being so far made me feel helpless when this happened. We didn’t get clues. There was no memo. Her depression descended like acid rain.  
 
    Getting dressed, a cab, the subway, the ferry, it all took time. Too much time. Anything could happen from now until then.  
 
    Just when I was ready to hang up and call the neighbor to go and check on mom her sobs came to a rolling stop.  
 
    “Sweetie, the power has gone out and I don’t know what to do. Nothing works! I can’t put the radio on and the AC stopped working. All the food in the fridge is going to spoil!” On and on she listed everything known to man and beast that relied on electricity.  
 
    Jesus. That didn’t warrant a horror movie baddie is chasing me kind of crying she’d been doing in my ear for five minutes.  
 
    My legs went out from under me as I wilted onto the side of my unmade bed, my sudden throbbing head lowered, and I willed my lungs to take the calming air it needed.  
 
    I swear I was going to be one of those healthy young people who suddenly dropped dead of a heart attack without warning.  
 
    I loved her so much, but Linda Rivera drove me insane with her overreactions.  
 
    “Jesus god, ma,” my heart canted down to a dullish roar, “that’s no reason to scream down the phone at me. I thought you were being attacked.”  
 
    “It’ll be getting dark soon,” she said frantically, gearing up for a fresh freak out.  
 
    “Okay, ma. When did it go out?” I was positive I’d paid the light bill. But the way my mind had been the last couple of weeks, and how karma had taken a dump on my head, I wouldn’t be all that surprised to find the bill outstanding.  
 
    “Just now. I can’t sit in the dark, India. I just can’t.” 
 
    “Ma, calm down, okay? I’ll sort it. I’ll come right now. Go sit in the kitchen where the sun shines through the window, you like it in there, remember?”  
 
    I caught the shuffle of her slippers. So, she hadn’t gotten dressed today. Again.  
 
    She did so well in her therapy session, but she lost momentum as soon as it was over and reverted to her default setting the moment we were back home.  
 
    In the process of pulling on a pair of three quarter shorts and a pair of white converse chucks, my head pounded through both temples with the added sting of weary tears at the back of my eyes.  
 
    Just for one day I’d like for life not to shit on me. Was it too much to ask for?  
 
    Just one day when mom was her old self and didn’t blow a gasket over the slightest thing. In turn sending my own anxiety through the fucking roof.  
 
    “Do you want me to call Sasha next door and ask her to come and sit with you?” 
 
    “No! No, sweetie. Just please hurry, okay? I can’t sit in the dark.” 
 
    “I know, ma, but it’s day time, it won’t get dark for hours yet. I’ll try to get there quickly.” If the bill hadn’t been paid, then the likelihood of them switching the power back on today was slim to none. I would probably end up sleeping over tonight.  
 
    I didn’t know if it was the prospect of spending a night in my old childhood bed that brought on the cloud of morose, or just everything weighing heavy on my shoulders, but I got as far as the front door and burst into sudden tears even before I had my purse over my shoulder. 
 
    I hated crying. It was just one more thing I didn’t share with anyone.  
 
    Sliding down the wall I sat with my knees in my chest and cried it out hoping to clear it from my system, so I could think straight to do what was needed of me.   
 
    But ten minutes later I was still feeling like crap.  
 
    Heaviness pushed on my chest and all I could think about was the tasks I was unable to succeed at. 
 
    The one good thing I had in my life, even if I kept him at arm’s length was perhaps my one bright spot and I hadn’t accepted it.  
 
    Every conversation with Gray resulted in a form of happiness. Usually giggling at something he said or the way he openly flirted and didn’t care if I was mean back to him.   
 
    Everything about Gray was happiness and patience. 
 
    I called his number before I could change my mind.  
 
    I had those stupid cried for too long hiccup-sobs going on as he answered.  
 
    “Hey, sweetheart.”  
 
    “Gray…”  
 
    It was all I could manage past the goose egg of emotion locking up my throat and the wounded animal sound. I caught the transition in his voice, down shifting from his initial joviality to serious in a second as I hunkered into my knees trying desperately to rein myself in because the longer I took the longer mom was alone and likely to go into meltdown again.  
 
    “Baby. What’s going on? Do you need me?” 
 
    About a week later when I’d stopped hiccupping and rubbed a hand over my face I managed to form words that became a fully-fledged sentence. 
 
    God, I hated when that overtook me. Anxiety could go screw itself, seriously.  
 
    I was over it.  
 
    “I’m at home, but I have to head out. Mom’s house has lost power and she’s a mess.” And when I heard his sigh I became embarrassed for needing to hear him to feel okay again. My neck and chest heated as I picked myself up off the floor and went along to the bathroom to be greeted by my blotchy face.  
 
    Great. Just great.  
 
    It wasn’t enough that anxiety stole every part of my confidence it had to make me look like a crying hag at the same time. I did the best I could one handed to wash my face before I re-grabbed everything I needed. I did this with Gray talking in my ear, telling me it was going to be okay, and to take deep breaths and he would talk for as long as I needed. His intense tone did what I’d hoped and brought me back down a level.  
 
    It was true, just listening to him settled me.  
 
    “Sorry. I just wanted to hear you. I shouldn’t have—” I got no further. 
 
    His voice came out rough and forced. “You should have. Always, India, do you understand? Always call me. Now tell me where you’re headed, I’ll meet you there.” 
 
    Gray at my mom’s? That wouldn’t happen at the best of times, let alone right now while she was unpredictably muddled. Besides, she didn’t do well around strangers and I was trying to lessen her stress not add to it. “India. Address, baby-girl.”  
 
    I rattled it off without thinking. “Don’t come though, okay? I’ll call if I need anything.” I wouldn’t, most probably. “Maybe for a ride home?” 
 
    “Of course, anything. Call me when you get there? I can send a car for you now.” 
 
    “I’ll be fine, really. And thanks, Gray. I didn’t mean to dump this on you again.” 
 
    I heard his smile. “Dump away, sweetheart. You know I have a thing for you.” 
 
    Sigh. I did. 
 
    And it wasn’t fair to him that I was keeping him on a string, was it? Because that’s what I was doing. He’d told me plainly he wanted me; dating, fucking, whatever we called it, he wanted it from me.  
 
    Coward that I was, kept him at arm’s length most of the time, until of course I fell apart then he was the first person to come to mind to make it better.  
 
    I was a colossal using bitch.  
 
    “Will you stay on the phone until I reach the ferry?” See? Using bitch. My brow puckered, and my stomach muscles scrunched with that ugh feeling.  
 
    Not quite dread but a bad feeling nonetheless because his yes came instantly and I was happy for it.  
 
    Happy to use him to keep me steady.  
 
    “What’s that noise?” I asked.  
 
    “Car door.” 
 
    “Do you have places to get to? I can let you go.”  
 
    “Nothing is more important than talking to you, India. You get your mom’s power sorted and then we can have dinner tonight.” He suggested, warming my insides with a smile.  
 
    “You mean you’re not going to have it delivered to me this time?” 
 
    His smiling voice was so fucking sexy. I could imagine him sitting like a sultan in the back of his Bentley grinning like he does, smug and just.  
 
    I hoped like hell he couldn’t sense my grin.  
 
    No sense giving a smug boy like him authority over me.  
 
    Not unless we ever get to a bed that is.  
 
    In bed he could boss me all night long.  
 
    “Thought I’d play delivery guy myself. You gonna invite me in?”  
 
    Well if this didn’t sound like the beginning of a soft-core porno…  
 
    The rest of the conversation went in the same vein. Back and forth bantering and yet again Gray had dug me out of an emotional tunnel. 
 
    I seriously owed him a rattle-his-brain blowjob soon.  
 
      
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    I was rethinking that fucking blowjob as I turned onto my mom’s street and a familiar black car sat at the curb.  
 
    Oh. My. God. He’d come when I’d told him not to.  
 
    If I opened that car door and he dared smile at me I was going to punch him, I swear I was.  
 
    With a jerk and an almost growl I had the passenger door wrenched open. Only to find the back seat completely empty and Josiah smiling over the seats at me.  
 
    “Where is he?”  
 
    “That would be inside,” he indicated to mom’s front door and I felt my chest cave in. 
 
    He was inside?  
 
    No, he couldn’t be.  
 
    “How long have you been here?” 
 
    “About twenty-five minutes.”  
 
    “I’m gonna kill him!” I slammed the door, not before I saw Josiah grinning. 
 
    God almighty. I was up the short steps and inside in seconds. “Ma?” I yelled. If she was having one of her meltdowns there was no other course for it, I’d have to severe ties with Gray. Letting him see the truth of my family was a no-no.  
 
    Panic swelled in my throat. Seconds ticked by.  
 
    “In here, sweetie.” 
 
    Okay. She sounded calm.  
 
    I found her making coffee. Smiling. Handing Gray a mug. 
 
    He smiled at me too as if it was normal he was standing in my mom’s kitchen. 
 
    I realized she’d used the coffee machine.  
 
    The power was on.  
 
    “What … how … what are you doing here?”  
 
    “Manners, India! Your nice man kept me company while we waited for you. Did you know he has an engineering degree? He fixed the lights in no time.” 
 
    An engineering degree? He fixed the fucking electric? 
 
    “Just needed a fuse change, that was all.” He filled in the blanks as I wide-eyed stared at him and then at mom who was being … not herself as she moved around the kitchen drinking her own coffee and pulling things out of the fridge.  
 
    She was dressed even.  
 
    I needed to sit. Where the hell was a chair?  
 
    Gray moved forward and caught me by the arm, before his slid around my waist. Holding me close and firm. A crazy part of me wanted to cuddle in and lean on him, but we all know I wasn’t going to do that.  
 
    I was my own worst enemy.  
 
    “What are you doing here, Gray?”  
 
    “I wanted to help.” 
 
    Again.  
 
    I didn’t know whether to be relieved he’d taken the decision out of my hands or fucking furious.  
 
    A mix of the two, I think.  
 
    Gray Ellison doesn’t fuck around when he upped his game. 
 
    That gorgeous ass. I couldn’t even stay mad at him for a minute when his smile torched me up inside brighter than Christmas lights and the pressure of his fingers at the base of my spine almost had me moaning in my mother’s kitchen. I slipped my arm around his waist and then he cuddled me in, kissed the top of my head. God, it felt so good. So right.  
 
    “Okay, how mad are you?” He asked some time later when I told mom I’d walk him out. He dared to cheeky-boy smirk as I glared up at him.  
 
    “Extremely,” I answered in my sharpest tone, lowering to sit on the top step. Gray followed suit by folding his taller frame beside me, only his legs almost reached the bottom step when he stretched them in front. 
 
    We were thigh to thigh as he cocked his head to the side close enough I could count every eyelash cradling his beautiful eyes.  
 
    If only I wasn’t so damn attracted, being mad at him would be easier. 
 
    I’d watched my mom for the last hour blossom in front of my eyes. This was a woman I hadn’t seen in years and in the space of sixty-fucking-minutes talking with Gray she was giggling like a school girl, engaged in conversation and even agreeing to come into the city soon for dinner with us. 
 
    Oh yeah, with us. He’d finagled that damn smart telling mom he was my man when he turned up uninvited at the door.  
 
    “You scared more white hair onto my fucking head, India. I had to do something. I couldn’t sit in my office and listen to you crying and do nothing.”  
 
    My eyes swept over his charcoal hair dusted lightly here and there with his salt and pepper strands. He didn’t look any more aged to me.  
 
    I took my gaze to my clasped hands, stung with embarrassment. “I shouldn’t have called you.” 
 
    “Don’t start that bullshit. You call me. Whenever. Any-fucking-time, India.” 
 
    The growl coming out of his lips made me squeeze my thighs together.  
 
    “Think you’re so clever, don’t you, sugar daddy? Bossing me around like you’re—” 
 
    “Your man,” he interjected. His smirk and twinkling eyes didn’t go unnoticed even if I failed at scowling at him.  
 
    I sighed and leaned my shoulder against his hard chest.  
 
    “Thank you. For what you did in there. I don’t know what you said to her, but that was … yeah, she hasn’t been that animated in a while.” I confessed quietly, making sure I kept my eyes in front of me. “You and your damn handsome face bewitching women wherever you go.” 
 
    Gray laughed lightly and kissed the top of my head again. A sigh escaped me again because I loved the affectionate gesture more than I realized.  
 
    “I told her I was trying hard to romance her daughter and if she let me check what was wrong with the electricity it would go a long way to winning you. She was delighted and couldn’t invite me in fast enough,” he boasted.  
 
    “You con artist.” My elbow met his ribs.  
 
    Since we were cozied up together he slid his arm around me, took my hand in his and ran his lips gently over my knuckles. I shivered but didn’t pull away. He rubbed my arm and I couldn’t claim it didn’t calm my jittering nerves, but it wasn’t the only reason I leaned into it.  
 
     “And then we got chatting. I like her, India.” 
 
    I held my breath, turning my face to look at him. Mirth had left Gray’s eyes and he kissed the tip of my nose. “She told me about her therapy when I got back from the hardware store, she held the flash light and I replaced the fuses, and we talked some more.” 
 
    “She did?” Shock stung my nose. I would not cry.  
 
    “She realizes she’s a strain on you, sweetheart. Financially and emotionally.”  
 
    “It’s okay. She’s getting better,” I hoped anyway so it wasn’t an outright lie. “She’s my mom, Gray, she’s all I have. I’m never not going to be here for her.” 
 
    After a minute’s silence of sitting comfortably in the arms of a man who kept on rescuing me … and now my mom, Gray kissed my forehead.  
 
    Inside my chest my heart began to twine around my ribcage.  
 
    An irregular knocking sounded in my ears as he lifted and deposited me onto his lap, using a hand on my outer thigh to keep me right there.  
 
    “What?” I grinned slightly into his flamed eyes, “do you want me to tell you what I want for Christmas?” 
 
    “You can in a minute, and only if what you want is me,” he answered with a similar grin while he moved strands of hair from my cheek. “If you promise not to get mad.”  
 
    Ut oh. Eyes narrowed. “What did you do?” 
 
    He dared to smirk.  
 
    “Grayson…” 
 
    “I’m going to hear you say my name just like that when I’m buried so fucking deep in you, I promise soon.”  
 
    I pinched his earlobe at the same time my thighs clenched to keep in all the sudden aroused wetness. “Tell me.”  
 
    “Linda told me the bills you’re paying.” Well wasn’t she just chatty suddenly? It was unbelievable my mom had taken to a stranger as quickly as she had to Gray. She even hated the neighbor dropping by and we’d known Sasha and her family for years. “So,” he stretched, fingers toying with my bare thigh where my shorts cut off. “Those bills are now being redirected to me.” 
 
    I heard his words, I even watched his supple mouth moving and the way the dark whiskers on his face rippled with his strong jawline. But I didn’t quite grasp what he was saying until… “WHAT? You can’t do that,” I tried to slide off his lap and he held fast.  
 
    “I can, and I did. It’s done, India. You were fucking killing yourself worrying over money. All the utility bills will now be paid directly from my account.” 
 
    Those intense swoons I had for him a moment ago popped like a ten-day old balloon.  
 
    All I could seem to find in me was to repeat what I’d already said. “You can’t do that, Gray. You don’t even know us, you don’t know my mom.” 
 
    “I know enough,” He didn’t seem pissed at the reminder we’d known each other five minutes. His affectionate tone, the one he used with me a lot, rushed through me and zapped thirty percent of my anger. I stopped struggling to get off his lap and sat there, statue still, and mute. Mulling over just how I would kill him. 
 
    Were there places on the island I could dump one 6’4” male with shoulders like cut glass and a hard chest I could break walnuts on? 
 
    Okay, if I was describing his physique in those terms I wasn’t as mad as initially thought. 
 
    Control was something I found difficult to hand over to someone else.  
 
    Control was something I liked and needed to feel normal.  
 
    And normal hadn’t truly been present in my family life since Jack went missing seven years ago.  
 
    Having Gray take something off my plate, even as my belly congealed with panic and with anger to decline any help, his help most of all, on the tip of my tongue. To tell him this was my responsibility and he could go to hell for thinking he could boss me around. I still folded like limp paper with a sigh. Leaning into his bigger body, resting my forehead against his shoulder just for a minute. 
 
    I’d take a minute then rip him a new one I decided and felt better about it. 
 
    No one had the right to boss me around.  
 
    Not even sexy as hell shoemaker sugar daddy’s.  
 
    But then his fingers, those sneaky little monster’s feeling so good toured the length of my spine over the knots and tight muscles, massaging as he went, and I turned to liquid, curling deeper into Gray with a startled whimper. 
 
    And those minutes turned into five, and seven.  
 
    Gray murmured into my hair, his hands continuous on my back and up to my nape. “I only want to take care of you, baby-girl. Not control you. Never that. I hate watching you struggle, and now I’ve seen what it’s like for your mom. Let me do this for you.” I found myself in a lethargic state nodding my head to his throat and I heard his whispered “thank you.”   
 
    I watched as his fingertip traced the thin blue veins along my inner wrist. Back and forth as birds chirped, and cars drove by and life went on I was mesmerized in one finger on my arm. When he leaned down and placed a kiss to my palm then folded my fingers in around the kiss I didn’t know how to feel. 
 
    In such a short time Gray had become the person I confided in, turned to for safety and to lean on and I hadn’t acknowledged it.  
 
    How our nightly conversations were more than gentle flirting.  
 
    He recharged my heart as easily as he’d turned the lights back on.   
 
    I trusted him to see me weakened without judgement. He just rode in on his high-roller Bentley and came to my rescue no questions asked. 
 
    He’s not even my lover, but what we shared between us felt so much more intimate than any ten-minute churn of naked bodies searching for a fast hit of bliss.  
 
    I liked this. 
 
    I liked feeling tiny on his lap while he stroked my muscles and I could breathe into his neck. 
 
    I shouldn’t like it, yet I did. So, much.  
 
    “Don’t,” he whispered next to my ear, trailing fingers over the knobs of my spine, then they slipped under my shirt to rest at the very base of my back where my skin felt on fire, “don’t pull away from me.” 
 
    How did he know?  
 
    “This is crazy, Gray.” I said quietly. My own fingers did some wandering against the fine hair at the nape of his neck.  
 
    I wanted to ask what are we doing?  
 
    Why me? 
 
    Why us?  
 
    What did I offer him that kept him around?  We weren’t intimate … I wanted to. Badly. In fact even now, when I was slightly cross with him my vagina still wanted to make very bad decisions on top of him.  
 
    I’ve never been the self-doubting type, not over my sexuality and attracting a short-term partner. It might come across as a big ego, but I knew even when my emotional state lunged a dive from a tall building and anxiety took my wheel, I could rely on my overt, garish personality to level me out again and mask a whole wealth of inadequacies. To give me a boost of confidence even if it was as fake as mom’s Christmas tree I dragged out of the basement every December. 
 
    Some days you have to deal only in fake to get through.  
 
    Fake it until you make it. Isn’t that the saying?  
 
    Doubts crept in but his warm breath against my cheek pushed them out just as fast and before I knew it, I’d lifted my head, my lungs shallowed out seeing the flare of lust in his eyes then I crashed my mouth down over his.  
 
    Gray grunted, whether in surprise or want. It didn’t deter me. Not when I licked across the full span of his full lips, asking silently for them to open and let me in.  
 
    Needed his taste.  
 
    Needed so bad to have his tongue exploring mine and he didn’t disappoint. I might have kissed him, but it was Gray who took over. 
 
    Again, he had control and I didn’t care because I was too busy being kissed desperately with slices of his tongue over mine and nibbles on my lower lip. 
 
     I loved how he touched me.  
 
    His hand fisted in the back of my hair, turning me this way—and then that way to better taste me, to deepen the explicit kiss.  
 
    His dick became beautifully thick between us.  
 
    I released a sob into his mouth and when Gray pulled away an inch, he was equally staggered, mouth wet and heaving air. 
 
    He looked like a fire-breathing dragon with his hooded eyes and flared nostrils ready to pillage every fucking village in sight.  
 
    His hair disarrayed from my fingers. 
 
    And he knew.  
 
    Something on my face gave me away because he stood snappishly, me still in his arms before he lowered me to my unsteady feet, my hip grazed against a very hard bulge and it raised my already boiling temperature. A hand snaked possessively around the back of my neck and he hauled me in and up to meet his distracting, delicious mouth once more. 
 
    A fast-hot kiss he rasped. “Go inside. Say your goodbyes. I’m taking you home. My home, India.” 
 
    Neither of us were in any doubt what we were going to do once we got there.  
 
    “Hurry, baby-girl,” his voice seduced over me, flames licking through every syllable as they left his husky throat, and I wondered if my wobbly legs would even carry me inside. “Or I won’t control myself if I take you down on this hard-concrete floor and show you just how desperate a man can be when he mounts behind his woman for the first time.”  
 
    Cheeks flamed. 
 
    Nipples hard as stones poked against the thin cotton of my top, desperately needing his hands, his mouth, his hard suck.  
 
    And god, how did I know he’d suck my nipples hard? I just knew he would make them hurt so good with deep suctions until I was ready to go off like a rocket.  
 
    If he reached into my shorts he’d find a wet spot of his making. 
 
    Gray hadn’t moved an inch. Tall, hard, merciless body and he was growling between clenched teeth. 
 
    A man full of lust and contained want with his head lowered … watching me as an animal would in the wild.  
 
    Where had this side of him been hiding?  
 
    Not hiding. Waiting for me.  
 
    He’d waited until I was ready. 
 
    Ready for him to take.  
 
    Gray Ellison didn’t fuck around.  
 
    And the award for most patient man in New York goes to…  
 
    God. My blood burned. And when I moved to get around him, we brushed together, and it was like a forest igniting, jolting me in my converse shoes. 
 
    We hissed at the same time, and I felt the blow of desire like no other time in my life. All I wanted was what was right in front of me. This hard, heavy breathing man looking down at me with unmoored desire coming off him in sticky waves.  
 
    How did he become more handsome in the last two minutes? 
 
    This lust was brand new and ours.  
 
    Within seconds, he had me pinned against the front door. Hands locked on my hips angling me against the thick log he was brushing to my belly, his mouth sucking … sucking on my neck. Oh, Jesus.   
 
    I saw stars and planets colliding. 
 
    “Gray… god.” 
 
    “Same, baby. Fucking same. I need you.”  
 
    Everywhere was numb except for where his mouth suctioned on my neck and I gave in to the rush of feeling coursing through me.  
 
    It was a brush fire gone wild because catching even a breath was difficult.  
 
    He set me free, told me to hurry again and on shaken legs it took me less than five minutes to ensure mom would be okay.  
 
    She looked so damn happy it was like looking at a stranger.  
 
    By the time I was in the car with Gray and Josiah driving, my insides were liquid. 
 
    It was me who reached for Gray’s hand first.  
 
    Me who twined his fingers and then it wasn’t enough, so I crawled across the big black seat and climbed into his lap not caring that there was no partition between us and his driver.  
 
    “It’s gonna take too long,” I whimpered into his neck feeling like the end of the world because I couldn’t have sex right then when I needed it.  
 
    Desperation was a sound rolling through me.  
 
    “Soon, baby-girl. Just hold on then I’ll give you every scream you could ever wish for.” He said low by my ear, kissing the lobe, his fingers dug into my hips making me moan. I had to settle on his lap or risk just unzipping him right there and fucking his brains out in front of his driver and traffic we hit ten minutes later. 
 
    Gray was the epitome of calm with his arms around me letting me burrow into his throat as I slid hands up the back of his shirt for connection.  
 
    “Tell me a promise,” I asked suddenly and didn’t know where it came from. Maybe the jolting beats of my heart made my brain fuck up because this was just sex, India. Promises were for those stupid enough to fall in to life-long relationships and needed assurance that the affection was still present.  
 
    Without missing a beat or questioning me, Gray stoked my outer thigh, up…down…tormenting me with his surprisingly callused palm. He kissed my chin, lifted my hand to his lips and sucked on my index finger.  
 
    God, the hot suction speared directly between my thighs. 
 
    Drenched.   
 
    “I promise,” he released my finger out of his mouth with a loud pop, shifting his hand from my outer thigh to the inner. Of course, I opened to let those naughty-boy fingers slide up and up until they reached the apex of my shorts where I was scorching hot.  
 
    I was in slut mode. Needy mode. Wanting him now mode.  
 
    And he smelled so good.  
 
    It was all I could do to not pant like a dog inhaling his too-intoxicating scent.  
 
    I nuzzled behind his ear, toying with his belt buckle, working out how long it would take me to open and find what was big and hard waiting for me inside.  
 
    My hand knocked his arousal. 
 
    We both groaned.  
 
    “I promise…” he repeated, huskier. Leaving his fingers just out of reach of my pussy, “to worship every beautiful inch of your body,” my breath hitched as his voice brushed my ear. “Until you’re so sated and exhausted, so fucking satisfied down into your bones and this wet place heating my fingers, that I have to feed you directly from my hand, baby-girl.” 
 
    Holy fucking hell. I wheezed.  
 
    His dirty mouth should be a whole chapter in a hot romance book.  
 
    There was no more to be said. I couldn’t handle verbal sex, not when I was tuned up to the max and squeezing my thighs together trapping his hand. 
 
    I only hoped the car sprouted wings and flew us home.  
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    “I’m locking this down, India.”  
 
    I did everything I could to guarantee he didn’t hear my flailing heartbeat pounding out of my chest like one of those pathetic lovesick cartoon characters.  
 
    We’d walked into his building like any other ordinary couple would. Side by side, not holding hands. He was the very image of calm despite rubbing my pussy through my shorts for the whole journey home. 
 
    I was so wet I was worried if I looked down it would just be a huge soaked patch at the crotch.  
 
    Gray? Not even fazed as he ushered me into the elevator first.  
 
    He looked like he was just coming from a business deal and not stuffed inside his sweltering car with his hands rubbing all over me and sucking on my neck.  
 
    I forgot all about my elevator death trap fear as I pushed myself into the corner and tried to regroup my breathing, watching the red lights take us up floors, all the while far too aware of a hungry gaze penetrating me through to the skull.  
 
    He was the gentleman inviting me in when he unlocked the door.  
 
    Only when we were inside did he grab and push me into the hallway wall with such speed I was still trying to catch my breath when he husked his declaration against my ear. 
 
    Hot breath washed over my cheek.  
 
    His voice corroded in lust. I purred arching back as his hands held me in place. It hurt my hips and felt good at the same time. I wanted him to be rough, to take charge.  
 
    No doubts. The blistering sear in Gray’s hooded eyes told me plenty about we’d be doing this his way.  
 
    He nipped my earlobe. “Apologize for being a cock tease for weeks. When all we both wanted to do was fuck our brains out,” he bit into my collarbone and I swear I saw something biblical behind the popping stars in my field of vision. “Tell me you’re fucking sorry you haven’t been sitting on my cock for fucking weeks, India.” 
 
    He was every pussy-throbbing catastrophic thought I’ve had in the last weeks. 
 
    Why did I have to sound so needy? He was tearing down my bricks with great big handfuls.  
 
    The casual way he looked at me. 
 
    As if he owned me. 
 
    His masculine scent and how it violated my senses until all I saw and felt and heard was Gray. 
 
    I’ve had lust bombard me before.  
 
    This wasn’t just lust. 
 
     I’d be able to breathe a whole lot easier if it was a simple case of sexual attraction.   
 
    He might have a sweet boy charm, but Gray was the definition of dirty, hot sex.  
 
    The greedy-wanting thrum between my legs said so.  
 
    Confident. 
 
    Powerful. 
 
    And charm? 
 
    He was the full package of what scared me the most.  
 
    And I wanted to jump on him badly.  
 
    Weeks of mutual, pent-up sexual tension had me reaching for the hem of his shirt and sliding my hands underneath. Aching and desperate to feel the weight of his skin. He squeezed my ass, our tongues mating. Fucking, really. 
 
    It was dirty, and it seized my lungs from excitement. 
 
    I couldn’t get my mouth open wide enough; the kiss was the best one I’ve ever had, messy and wet— 
 
    Oh, Jesus. I’ve never had a kiss mean everything.  
 
    It’s everything.  
 
    He sucked on my neck, my collarbone, he slid those precious fucking pouty lips against my cheek until we found each other’s mouths frantically again. 
 
    I loved his mouth. I loved his big, grasping hands on my butt, gripping and molding me as he lifted and rubbed me down the front of his hard body and there was no mistaking Gray’s hardness.  
 
    It was virtually whistling a salute in my direction. 
 
    “Sorry. Sorry.” I gasped. “Gray, please.”  
 
    I wanted him so much. Even more than he wanted me probably. Climbing him like a spider monkey, made easier because my back was still held against the white wall, I wrapped my legs and pumped my hips to his steel-solid groin and smiled with satisfaction when he grunted.  
 
    Digging my fingers into his hair, I let everything go and fell freely into his sounds, his taste, the grip of both hands on my ass down the back of my shorts as our kissing went from coaxing to frantic.  
 
    The way he squeezed and pulled my ass cheeks apart was obscene and had me moaning.  
 
    Even when he blew out an unsatisfied puff of air, releasing the pent-up tension from his lungs, it was sexy as hell, to see him crumble beneath the same desire I was experiencing.  
 
    Watching this self-composed man come undone was… 
 
    Powerful. Exquisite. Gasoline to my flames.  
 
    Gray had other ideas when I thought we were about to fuck there in the hallway. He pressed his damp forehead to my equally hot brow and panted against my lips.  
 
    “Sweetheart, you need to unclasp your legs from me, I need a minute to calm down.” 
 
    “But…”  
 
    “Don’t worry, baby. I just need to get you to my bed. Not fucking you in the hall the first time now I have you, not when I waited a full year. I want to taste you, eat you a-fucking-live, hear you screaming while you writhe on sheets that have been waiting for you to crawl in between.” 
 
    Oh, god.  
 
    How did he make me lose my mind so easily?  
 
    He’d kissed my socks off and left me different. 
 
    “Legs, India.” He issued on a pained groan pumping his cock between my thighs.  
 
    God, he felt good.  
 
    I could get off like this if he’d just keep going. I gave myself up to the rush. That electric pulse of my core tightening and releasing more wetness eager to wrap it around his cock and feel how slick the slides would be.  
 
    I couldn’t claim to know Gray all that well. But then I’d known people twenty years and could say the same.  
 
    Time was irrelevant when I felt closer to him than anyone else.  
 
    There was tenderness in his eyes. Lust. So much lust it burned down to my core. From under his hooded lids it was as if I’d known him a lifetime for the way comfort bloomed in me to please him, to make him feel as good as he made me feel. I grasped both sides of his face and kissed him hard.  
 
    He permitted me entry instantly on a groan. Tongues met, duelled.  
 
    He tasted better than any dreams I could have fantasized about.  
 
    I didn’t care about any of the reasons not to be with him anymore.  
 
    I wanted this, needed him.  
 
    Greedy. So greedy, that when our mouths parted I slid down his body boneless. If not for his strong hands around my waist I would have kept on going to the floor.  
 
    I gave in. Mind, body, soul. I gave in to Gray.  
 
    His rasp against my throat heated me.   
 
    There was more than just our friendship here.  
 
    It was more. 
 
    And it was explosive sizzling beneath my skin.  
 
    With his head on my shoulder, my fingernails scraping over his scalp, I felt like I was calming a beast in heat.  
 
    His cock hard on my hip, his chest rapid with each breath. 
 
    And I felt … amazing.  
 
    I didn’t want to lie any more.  
 
    Didn’t want to pretend I was something I wasn’t.  
 
    Gray wanted this me he saw?  
 
    I was giving in.  
 
    Relief swarmed through my mind bringing with it the warmest sense of calm.  
 
    No pretense.  
 
    Just me and Gray enjoying each other for however long it lasted.  
 
    Weeks, days, months. 
 
    I’d take it.  
 
    “Stop thinking, baby-girl.” His growl vibrated into my skin. “Unless your thoughts are about how good our fuck will be then nothing else can be inside your head right now.” 
 
    I laughed pulling his hair a little. I loved our height difference. How he was so much bigger dwarfing me as he hunkered his lean frame down to compensate the inches, he needed my fingers as much as I needed to touch him. 
 
    “Whatever you say, sugar daddy.”  
 
    “That only turns me on now, India.” He laughed huskily and rose to his fuller height. Stunning and breath-taking.  
 
    Pop rocks burst through my veins.  
 
    It’s when he broke the connection between us that my mind sifted through doubts and all the reasons I’d decided this was a bad idea.  
 
    I wanted. Wanted. Needed him. I could ignore worries and stupid reasons.  
 
    They didn’t matter. He mattered. This mattered.  
 
    And those thoughts didn’t branch from my aching, sexual need for him to be inside me ten minutes ago. Those feelings came from somewhere even deeper than that and only came alive when Gray appeared in my peripheral.  
 
    Feelings sprouted fresh like flowers.  
 
    My mind and voice sang his name over and over under my breath. In such a world of my own I’d missed him taking me by the hand, leading me through the apartment.  
 
    We stopped in the doorway to the bedroom and the look he gave me … had primitive reactions going on in my body.  
 
    “Keep saying my name like that, baby, and this will be over long before I want it to be. I’m hard up for you, you have no idea,” grabbing my hand he dragged it crudely over his huge swelling and then traced it up his heaving chest before kissing my palm.  
 
    “Trust me.” Hair brushed back from my face, he cupped my cheeks, kissed my lips, coaxed me into purring. 
 
    I did.  
 
    My head floated away from the endless responsibilities weighing me down. 
 
    I was light as a feather.  
 
    “The things I want, India.” His nose traced my cheek, knocking against the side of mine. My fingers found his belt, slipping it out of its buckle. Next were his buttons.  
 
    Our seduction frantic only moments ago was now syrupy slow. Heat staining our every shared breath in between kisses.  
 
    I was floating so high I was dizzy with his touch undressing me.  
 
    “Do you think you can manage all the things you want?” Breathless, my fingers toyed up and down his covered cock, the ridges pulsating under my touch.  
 
    My pulse spiked.  
 
    Now I had him literally in my hand there was no other thoughts that meant a thing other than putting him inside me and we were miles away from his sprawling bed across the room.  
 
    Gray’s hips rammed into my palm and I squeezed a groan out of him. “Don’t be mean now or I’ll come all over those long fingers, baby. I want to drip every-fucking-drop on you, in you.” 
 
    Woozy with want I panted and swayed into him before he righted me and hunkered down to yank off my shorts and panties in one fell swoop. I stepped out of them, kicked off my shoes, not noticing Gray do the same until he was naked in front of me. 
 
    Gray. Naked.  
 
    If my brain hadn’t exploded by now, then it was about to watching his hand wrap around the thickest cock I’d ever seen.  
 
    Bountiful, cut, pink and engorged with veins. Perfection.  
 
    His cock was Tumblr porn gif big.  
 
    If only I had a minute to process and take him in. To get on my knees and worship the thick battleship pointed towards his abs with my thirsty tongue. 
 
    I finished undressing myself, whipping my shirt off over my head, dropping it where-the-hell-ever. 
 
    And then he lunged for me. 
 
    I was more than willing to be taken by this big animal coming for me.  
 
    Everything in me expanded and opened with ready wetness.  
 
    If he fucked me over the windowsill or against the dark chest of drawers, then I’d spread and beg for it unashamedly. I’d give him my back, arch my butt and let him rut me from behind as hard as Gray needed to give it to me.   
 
    “I need to be gentle with this pussy.” His full palm cupped me, and I cried out. Pleasure ringing my bell.  
 
    I needed hard, fast, rough. About to tell him, he beat me to it, by growling a kiss on my already swollen mouth, “but I can’t this first time, do you understand, India?” Holding me under the chin it was a dominant clasp forcing me to look up at him. He was hypnotic in his lust.  
 
    I’d agree to anything if he got inside me.  
 
    Desperate? Yes. I had no reason to lie to myself about that. 
 
    Want was a great motivator. And I wanted him badly.  
 
    I nodded, doing my own touching to make this sweet man roll his eyes into the back of his head. Hips driving his cock into my hands.  
 
    “Not this time, baby. I’ll kiss and lick every sore part of you afterward.” 
 
    I whined a yes.  
 
    “I’ll suck all the places that my cock hurts until you feel good,” oh, god.  
 
    Could I combust from verbal fucking?  
 
    Everything tingled, toes and hair included.  
 
    Excitement boomed between us at an ear-splitting level. It twined with the soft pad of Gray’s bare feet when he lifted me easily into his arms and carried me to the bed. 
 
    He didn’t lay me on top of the soft white sheets as expected. Instead he let me down to my feet in front of the velvet soft, cushioned silver storage seat. Big enough to seat at least three people. Or screw one desperate woman on. 
 
    “Brace your elbows on this for me, baby.” He instructed, using a hand on my back to encourage me down.  
 
    He knew I didn’t take well to being told what to do, but the second he issued for me to get on my elbows in his persuasive tones I was a cat in heat.  
 
    Ass in the air. 
 
    I whined for him to hurry.  
 
    It left me fully exposed. If he wanted to do me in the butt right off the bat, then we might need to have a conversation. No woman was ever ready for that without a lot of talking and preparing beforehand and as turned on as I was right then, the evidence of my arousal was coating my inner thighs, I wasn’t going to—” my thoughts halted when Gray knocked my legs wider and went down to his knees. Big, rough hands stroked my inner thighs, back and forth.  
 
    I moaned when he motored that same hand directly across my mound like he’d been waiting to pet me.  
 
    “Today, Grayson.” 
 
    “Patience, baby-girl.” 
 
    He hadn’t shaved so when I felt the scrape of his two-day old scruff against my inner thigh I jolted like I’d been electrocuted, and my bones melted, dipping my back in the middle which pushed my hips higher for his mouth to connect to my pussy 
 
    “You like that?” He asked. A smile in his voice. His finger traced the length of my slit, gathering moisture before he plied pressure directly over my clit.  
 
    My body jerked and my “yes,” came out more as a pleading whine.  
 
    “This made me crazy. Every time you sashayed by me, this plump ass,” he squeezed both globes, pushing it open again, “I wanted to bite it, mark it, make it mine.” 
 
    “Do it now,” I issued. His touch heaven. And when his teeth sank into my skin it rocked me to cloud nine. Gray didn’t stop there, stubble scraped my thigh again and then the wet lick I’d been holding my breath for came and I cried out quietly.  
 
    Relief and joy sang through my blood with each savage lick he taunted me with. Never giving the hard friction I needed to send me over the edge but enough to make me an insane person. 
 
    “Grayson,” I dragged his name out as a plea or a threat.  
 
    Whichever worked and got me what I needed. 
 
    “This gift is really for me, India.” Another lap, a twist of his tongue near my entrance and I saw stars, fingers clutched urgently into the soft seat, ass bouncing with encouragement for him to go faster. “I’ve waited to taste this teasing pussy. I’ve felt it quake under me, haven’t I? While you rode my stomach like a bucking stallion and I went home smelling like you,” this time he frantically flicked his tongue over my swollen bundle of nerves and I was ready to die screaming into the bed. “Hard as a fucking rock needing this do-me pussy. So, this is my gift, be my good baby-girl and push back into my tongue.” 
 
    If I thought his teasing was a mind full of fuck before, he really went to town on me with his entire mouth suctioned to my clit and he sucked like he couldn’t get enough. With his hands holding my hips and my back dipped in the middle, I’d never been the kind of woman to writhe, but I writhed like a whore sprawled chest down. 
 
    Pleasure from all corners it was hard to see straight let alone think. 
 
    So, I didn’t. 
 
    All my other senses tagged in and the experience of oral sex from Gray was mind-blowing. 
 
    He was skilled. 
 
    And slow. 
 
    And patient dragging me to the edge only to hold me off with a grunted “Not yet, baby-girl.” 
 
    Oh, my god, then when? I was dying. Couldn’t he tell I was dying? 
 
    I was so wet it should be illegal. I heard it every time he shoved his tongue inside me. My climax came swift and fast, bursting out of me as I buried my face and screamed in tandem with Gray’s hungry moans, he sucked, sucked, sucked.  
 
    “Gray. Grayson! You need to....” 
 
    Twirls and twists, licks and flicks, my eyes blind, I gave in and belly flopped, my bones no longer able to hold me up, saying his name like a mantra. 
 
    “I know what I need,” I was suddenly flipped onto my back, my butt hit the cushion, head resting to the bed and a very big man with wet, shiny lips and chin hovered over me. The roman god ready to take his prize. 
 
    I lost air. 
 
    Up close I saw sweat beading his hairline and a flush to his face as he licked his lips and groaned. 
 
    Dirty, dirty boy. 
 
    “What do you need?” I asked breathlessly watching him plump up a boob before he attached his mouth to the hard nipple and areole. My back arched off the bed and my fingers clutched into his hair. “Oh, fuck.” 
 
    “Yeah, baby-girl. That.” 
 
    Coming up over me fully, knees braced on the seat with me, his larger body boxed me in. That heady cedar masculine scent of his coaxing me into a state of euphoria again, enticed me, drove my horny up a new notch. 
 
    He touched my lips, once, twice... not giving me time to really kiss him as I wanted. 
 
    “Shhh, breathe, baby-girl,” a hand spanned the front of my throat and stroked me there. 
 
    Slow and sure.  
 
    Soothingly until my air returned to a normal speed and my belly deflated. 
 
    There was no telling my heart to stop its galloping though, or the speed of my pleasure down the inside of my thigh. 
 
    “You took that, didn’t you?” His nose knocked mine. Smiled as if I’d been the one to sate him and not the other way around. “Thank you for my gift. All fucking day, every day for weeks, all night long, I think about this, India. Think about manhandling you into positions so I can fucking feast on you.” 
 
    Oh, Christ. 
 
    “Every time you’re mean,” I didn’t correct him, mainly because my tongue was dry and tied in knots gazing into pools of sexy Gray. “All I want to do is slam your thighs open and smack you right here,” here was his fingers trailing up my soaked slit and he pinched my clit. 
 
    When my back concaved I lost the control of my voice box because I cried out with a shiver.  
 
    His voice next to my ear was another verbal fucking.  
 
    “You’d like that, wouldn’t you?”  
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    “Gray. Yes!”  
 
    When she cried my name, I had a roar of savage satisfaction in the back of my skull.  
 
    My girl was an erotic dream come to life.  
 
    I tasted it in my mouth, like a physical food that nourished every part of my body. India in her pleasure was more satisfaction that any other climax I’d ever had in my life. And waiting a year, being celibate … worth it. She was worth every ache and spilled climax over my own fist.  
 
    I could easily grow addicted to making her fall apart.  
 
    Her fight was stunning, but her surrender was goddamn fire in my gut.  
 
    I couldn’t breathe through the exquisite burn. 
 
    I was making her undulate. It was me making my girl buck underneath me and claw at my sides for me to fuck her.  
 
    I wanted to learn all her fantasies, break them in, taste them in the back of my throat, hear them screaming out of her.  
 
    She was easily the sexiest woman I’d ever met. And the most sensually aware of her own body. Just looking at her got me hard.  
 
    I was so fucking knotted inside to give her everything and to take her stress out of her hands.  
 
    I’d seen it when she’d stepped into her mother’s house. 
 
    Oh, she’d been mad, my tiny mean-girl. That much was evident the way she controlled her breathing while simultaneously throwing visual daggers at my skull.  
 
    Within that was her relief I was there for her.  
 
    It wasn’t so much an ego stoke as it was a full-blown visual hand job in her mom’s kitchen.  
 
    I’d stayed hard ever since.  
 
    Now I was going to have my dream girl. 
 
    This side of her; soft and begging, needful, was a fucking aphrodisiac I didn’t expect. Witnessing a strong, determined, and often stubborn woman in her pleasure, unafraid to ask for what she wanted was more than enough of a turn on to rattle my brain into moving quicker than I planned to. 
 
    Tease her for hours. Make her scream and swear for not giving her what she wanted. That was the plan.  
 
    But then I got my mouth on her sweet pussy and heard her pleading moans and all I wanted to do was please her. 
 
    She wanted this. Christ, I felt the need vibrating through her body.  
 
    Give in to this, baby-girl. 
 
    With a groan, she sucked my upper lip, jarring a grunt out of me. Tentative first, then she suckled harder, hungrier. Her jaw unlocked. Her tongue thrusted out, and she dissolved beneath me in alluring submission that I didn’t even know I wanted until it was presented with her breathy sigh. 
 
    “Grayson,” she whined into my mouth, biting me with her teeth.  
 
    I pinned her arms above her head, lengthening her already stunning body into that of a lithe dancer’s frame with her popping curves and tits so perfectly round my mouth watered to fit one inside.  
 
    Who was I to deny my mouth?  
 
    I leaned down and claimed as much of her breast as I could, sucking gently with my tongue against the hardened, dusky pink nipple.  
 
    “Beautiful,” muffled by a plump mound. Kissing up the valley between, her neck was the next to be worshipped in kisses. “I wanted to take my time,” kiss. “Explore your body,” lick. “Fuck until you don’t remember what it’s like not to have me planted deep inside you.” I bit into her neck, my breath ran away with me, making it sound choppy, desperate, and India’s laugh turned to a moan.  
 
    “That sounds perfect, rock star, let’s do that now.”  
 
    Always trying to take control, wasn’t she? I grinned.  
 
    It was time to show my girl how it could be when she just let go and put her whole self in someone else’s hands for a while. Then she’d understand how good we could be together. 
 
    There’s something so striking … addictive about her. Almost like an arrow pierced my heart and threaded her to me.  
 
    It hadn’t gone unnoticed that I was working harder than ever to tie her to me in every way possible.  
 
    To make her want me. Need me.  
 
    I respected the women India is.  
 
    Every infuriatingly stubborn inch of her.  
 
    But I want more. I want all.  
 
    Pulling her legs wider so I could drop into the space, my cock thumped a pulse as it nestled against her soaked slit. Using my arms to hold me up I churned, dragging the tip of me over the opening of her.  
 
    Fucks sake, my head nearly exploded. My back almost broke with urgency to bury hard in a fast thrust. I went back again and again. Tormenting us both. 
 
    “India…You’re incredible.” Her name dragged languorously. Her hands going everywhere on me, leaving nail marks behind. 
 
    She was just as hungry.  
 
    I kissed her hipbones, her waist, drew my lips over her fluttering belly and with each pass of my lips her breathing became ragged in tempo until she was clutching the sheets. Every harmonious hum she let go of changed rhythm with each kiss. And though my cock was telling me it was time to fuck as it stood hard against my abs, leaking at the tip, I wanted more of her cries. 
 
    “Look at my baby-girl’s slick pussy. Is this wetness for me, India?” Level between the apex of her legs, her scent was hot and welcoming when I drew a figure of eight with my tongue across her clit, my thumbs keeping her wide open for my administrations. 
 
    “You’re a teasing ass,” she huffed, her back arched pressing her pussy into my face.  
 
    My good girl. I needed her mindless. For her whines to turn into gasping cries.   
 
    Could you blame me? I waited for this.  
 
    I wanted to live out every dirty fantasy on this body. Ached for this moment to have her softly wet under me and here she was. My beautiful banquet.  
 
    “Is this wetness for me?” I asked again, flicking her this time while my free hand held her belly down to keep her in place. I wouldn’t waste this gift of her compliance she was giving me.  
 
    “Yes! It’s all for you.” She whined, her eyes strikingly green when she looked down while I tongued her into another climax. 
 
    “There we go,” a little suck on the pulsing bud, too sensitive for anything else when she bucked and pushed at my shoulder. Giving her gentle kisses until she came back down. I then repeated the process. Tongue. Lick. Hard sucks and she buckled for me again digging both her hands into my hair hard enough to yank it from the roots. She smelled so pretty, a mix of flowers and sweet frosting I wanted to lap at all night.  
 
    “Fuck, you taste better than anything I’ve had in my mouth before,” I told her the truth before I flipped her onto her belly. She immediately looked back at me, and the sight of India with the glaze of satiation in her lowered eyes with her back dipped in the middle, soaked between her legs, was a photo moment I filed away in my mind. 
 
    Incredible didn’t even cover it.  
 
    “You’ve made me sleepy,” she said giggling, her female voice oh-so seductive as it warbled softly. Her flushed face pressed into the bed, legs spread and inviting.  
 
    She had no idea yet, not really. But she was going to be mine.  
 
    The kind of mine that lasted a life time. Down on one knee, church, fucking on every new piece of furniture we bought together.  
 
    I wanted it all.  
 
    At this point I didn’t think I’ve ever been so starved for a woman before.  
 
    Not like this.  
 
    It was a musical beat pounding her name through my skull, making my fingers itch to roam over her.  
 
    God help me, my hands yearned to fix to her backside as I squeezed two perfect globes, opening her up to show me a peek of dripping pussy. I’d never had thoughts of the kind before. Until she sassed herself into my life and proceeded to fuck with my heart into wanting the elusive ever after. Rough handling, no holding back slaps on each soft cheek. Fuck I could feel the softness already, until they were marked red and she would be blissfully chastised for not giving us a chance sooner. Not only to punish her for being emotionally locked, but to . . . soothe her afterward, so she knew I was the one person she could rely on to give her what she needed—secretly longed for.  
 
    It would calm something clamoring inside me too. 
 
    She had me reckless, not like myself. Freed. Fucking savage to possess her. 
 
    “Is this what you ache for, baby?” I asked mounting over her back, fixing myself in place, notching my dripping cock to her entrance. Already the pleasure was crowded at the base of my spine without even that first perfect thrust. If I lasted ten pumps it would be a miracle. I was too hard-up for her.  
 
    This possessiveness I’ve only ever felt to this extent for India was raw with every inhale. Crude without restraint. What I wanted—the images had my hands trembling with rough unexplored lust. 
 
     “Gray ... I need.” 
 
    Heat blasted through the middle of my stomach as if her whimper was the only thing to focus me. Pleasing her? She made me hungry for that very thing. 
 
    I palmed her soft belly as it rippled in and out. She was so fucking beautiful, more so when she was looking at me with her cat-eyes darkened to a deep green. Fingers moved to pinch her nipple, she cried out and made the satisfaction I was feeling all the sweeter. 
 
    “I damn well know what you need. I’ll be the only one who gives it.” 
 
    Kissing the back of her neck, she reached back and gripped my hair hard enough to have me laughing. Feisty girl. I was going to love showing her what I would do for her.  
 
    “Either fuck me or let me go to sleep, horny tease.” She bumped me with her ass, her pussy almost enveloping my cock all by itself and pleasure stars popped in my vison. Even with my weight pressing her down, she managed to arch her back. Her legs jerked between mine, little fragmented moans shooting past her lips. Christ, I could have watched her in this position all night. 
 
    With the way my desperate body tightened and her impassioned command I slid in a couple of inches. Oh, fuck. She was incredibly tight. Too tight for the hard fuck I wanted even with how wet she was.  
 
    What was I saying about those ten pumps? It was more realistic to guess six and I wasn’t fully seated yet. She was perfect. I pressed starved kisses to the side of her face and told her how good she felt wrapped around my lucky cock.  
 
    She moaned out curse words.  
 
    I slid my hand around the front of her throat, kissed her damp forehead and pushed down giving her more as her walls softened around me. 
 
    “Okay, baby?” Her pulse hammered under my fingers. 
 
    “Yeah. God. I didn’t think you’d feel this good, rock star.”  
 
    We were skin to skin, I churned, going in, and retreating to then give her a little more each time and when I was able to go down to bottom we expelled air at the same time. “Jesus. There. Fuck.” I grunted into the back of her hair only to hear the taunting witch, laugh at my desperate croak.  
 
    “You feel like fucking satin, baby-girl.”  
 
    A switch went off in the rear of my brain and the animal came out to play.  
 
    My chest stuck to her back, I reached down to lift her knee, pushing it up towards her head. She was opened so much for me to slam and ride my girl the way I needed to. Like I was claiming all of her, not just her body.  
 
    She moaned, mewled and demanded from me. 
 
    Every thrust took me to the back of her, impossible pleasure became a cloud between us. Hard, unrelenting fucking. And when she clawed her fingers into the sheets, I covered them with my hands, locked them together and pushed, pushed, pushed my girl over the edge one more time.  
 
    I’d fucked her up the bed and I was right there ready to fall off the fucking edge of the world, but I needed something first. I detached us, her hiss was music, my cock protested leaving her body, but I was soon sliding back into her swollen pussy on top of her this time.  
 
    Her open legs welcomed me by snaking around my hips, lifting her pelvis into the thrust. 
 
    I wanted her eyes. 
 
    I wanted my girl to see how serious I was as I moved and shoved my pleasure into her. Soaked tightness held me solidly even as I spurted everything I had on a prolonged groan, my forehead pressed into her brow. “India … baby-girl.” 
 
    “Give it all to me, Grayson,” she urged, fingers gently scraping my scalp, her lips within reach, sweet breath fanned my face. And though it felt impossible, since my cock was spent I felt more pour out of me with one last thrust before I came to a stop. 
 
    It was the best climax of my life.  
 
    I felt empty and full at the same time.  
 
    “I’m going to say some really good shit just as soon as I can breathe.” I told her hoarsely into the side of her neck. When I collapsed I made sure most of my weight was still on my hands, so I didn’t crush the tiny thing under me. 
 
    India laughed animated, like we hadn’t just gone a heavy round on my bed. Her fingernails dragged down my sides and fuck if my cock buried inside her didn’t give a little twitch of interest. She’s much younger than you, asshat. If I could go again within minutes I’d probably die of heart failure.  
 
    The sound she made when I lifted off her was long and guttural, her neck craned back into the bed. Part pleasure I think, but also sore from the vigorous fucking I couldn’t help giving her.  
 
    I frowned and kissed her exposed throat. “Wait right here, baby.”  
 
    Off the bed I went to get what I needed from the en-suite bathroom.  
 
    “Bring me water.” She yelled causing me to grin.  
 
    All too eager to bring her anything she wanted. Especially with what I was about to say to her in a few moments just as soon as I cleaned her up.  
 
     A detour to grab her a bottle of water, she was watching me when I re-entered the bedroom, propped against the headboard.  
 
    I loved her body confidence.  
 
    India was utterly… exquisitely mouth wateringly perfect laid naked for me to look at. Every inch of her, perfect. 
 
    My half-hard cock could just calm the hell down because I needed to take care of her first.  
 
    India drank and opened her legs for me without my even having to ask.  
 
    My heart drummed.  
 
    I cleaned her, dried her, and kissed her pussy several times. “Did I hurt her very much?” 
 
    She chuffed a laugh and passed me her bottle to drink from. And then she ran her fingers through my hair. A tender touch from India was like winning the biggest contract and finding gold at the same time. I growled low.  
 
    “She’s fine, you, rutting beast. Just tender. It’s been a while.”  
 
    My chest inflated. Ego engaged. “I’ll make it all better in a minute.” I climbed back into bed beside her.  
 
    “When do you want to move in?” Lips stole across her flushed face, captured hers briefly when I nuzzled her nose. I was tempted to lick my way in when she opened for me, make her agree when she was incoherent with orgasms.  
 
     “Right now, is a good time and then we get your things in the morning.”  
 
    I couldn’t take my question back despite the risk of her taking off with a dust cloud following behind. She was giving me an ulcer through worry over her being alone in her nearly empty building. 
 
     I watched her chew it over like a piece of tough rib-eye.  
 
    Every little flick of her curved brows weighing up my words, looking at me as if to gauge was I serious?  
 
    As a heart attack, baby.  
 
    “Live here, India. Fuck the rules. Let me look after you. We’ll take care of each other.”  
 
    She snorted a beautiful noise that turned me on.  
 
    She wasn’t running, that was a bonus. She moved onto her side, giving me the full picture of her body and when she reached fingers up to my face I kissed the tips of them and let her rub over my stubble.  
 
    “Being a kept woman isn’t really me, Grayson.” 
 
    Fucks sake. My jaw ticked, pecking her lips.  
 
    “Then take my money and I’ll be your kept sugar daddy.” 
 
    “I think that would make you my sugar boy…” she saucily teased, tongue in her cheek.  
 
    Her boob cupped in my palm. “I’m good with that.”  
 
    “When I was in college, I thought landing a filthy rich dude was the pinnacle of life.” I hummed at her playful smile. I toyed with her nipple.  
 
    “And here you are.” 
 
    “So why aren’t you saying yes?” 
 
    “I found I wasn’t shallow enough.” 
 
    “No, you’re not.” I agreed, kissing her navel. “This doesn’t have to be a permanent situation.” Like hell. I lied. I wanted to take care of her for the rest of our lives. “Until you’re back on your feet. Let me take some of the burden from you.” I was so full of shit willing to say anything to get my girl. Her happiness eclipsed anything else I had going on, and that included several overseas deals I really needed to be there in person to see to. 
 
    I’d have a fucking stroke if I left now while India’s life was up in the air.  
 
    I wasn’t all altruistic.  
 
    Of course, not. I wanted her for myself. You could say I was using her situation for my own gain even when I truly needed to help her.  
 
    It was a compulsion I couldn’t get out of my head.  
 
    Her tears haunted me.  
 
    I’d give her all the money she needed without living with me and if she said no, that would be my next avenue I’d go down.  
 
    Plucking her from her side of the bed, I sat her astride my waist. Her hands braced to my chest. Her brow curved questioningly.  
 
    She joked about me being her sugar daddy. 
 
    But it wasn’t far from the truth.  
 
    She was young, her whole life ahead of her. 
 
    And I was selfish enough to not let her go if she wanted me.  
 
    “What’s that wicked expression for?” She asked, trailing a finger over my eyebrow. “Sugar D up to no good, I can see it.” 
 
    She was right.  
 
    I pushed inside her, grunting when she took all of me, stretching and angling down.  
 
    Plenty of time to talk.  
 
    Need stroked from me to her as she softened and undulated on my lap.  
 
    “Show me how you work for it, baby-girl.”  
 
    Something fired in her eyes.  
 
    I let a palm span around the back of her nape, a possessive encouragement for her to come closer, she licked her lips ready for grabbing, moaning as her little tongue flicked out, eyes directly on me.  
 
    Halfway between a moan and a cry.  
 
    The sound vibrated her throat against my hand.  
 
     “Is that how you please me?” Where the fuck was this coming from? I didn’t know but my cock pulsed as I felt her juices coat me and she began to rock. Then she started to really shake my world.  
 
    Up and down she dragged my length giving a vise grip thrown in, my eyes moved into the back of my skull.  
 
    Nails dug into my shoulders hard enough to mark. 
 
    “That’s it,” sweat ran down my spine. Our breaths labored. Lust hotter than ever saturated the air with the smell of our sex. “College girl wants to fuck rich. Squeeze it out of my big cock and get it, baby-girl.”  
 
    She became feral making wild-cat noises.  
 
    I was going to be scratched to hell.  
 
    There was no doubt in my mind as I watched India ride the literal fuck out of me that she was my equal, my perfect, my mine.  
 
    Convincing her started right here. 
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    “I swear cereal tastes so much better after a million orgasms.” 
 
    Get a load of me. The representative clichéd woman sitting in a guy’s kitchen, wearing only his pale blue button-down shirt, my hair a sex-mess and I was cramming food into my mouth at 3am to satiate my growling belly after rounds of incredible sex. I was sore all over.  
 
    All I needed to do now was the walk of shame and I’d have the full package of party girl 101.   
 
    When I was trying to shake that skin.  
 
    Good going, India. 
 
    Only this was different wasn’t it? Gray wanted me to move in and be his lover-sugar baby or whatever.  
 
    To live here in what … fucking bliss? Emphasis on the fucking.  
 
    Would I be expected to stay in his bedroom with him?  
 
    And I couldn’t believe I was seriously considering it.  
 
    I crammed more Fruity Pebbles into my mouth, crunching through the extreme fake sweetness I loved with the mix of milk.  
 
    The man himself … landlord-slash-live in lover was leaning against the kitchen island like it wasn’t the middle of the night and he hadn’t exerted all his old bones showing me the best time. 
 
    The. Best. Time.  
 
    Jesus. The man could sex. He’d reduced my body to ravenous starvation. Who knew behind his specs and rugged stubble and big boy clothes he was a sexpot in bed?  
 
    I did. At every point of contact—his hands, mouth, erection, his hips, ignited me to the point even I didn’t recognize the begging, moaning woman in Gray’s bed.   
 
    “What has you thinking so loudly?” His voice broke the silence.  
 
    With his hands on the counter behind him and his bare feet crossed, the pose jutted out his lean hips with his sweatpants hanging hazardously low and delicious.  
 
    I followed an account on Instagram solely for dick-print models. From the happy bulge in Gray’s sweats I was contemplating sending in his pic.  
 
    Handsome boy.   
 
    Just watching him standing there ruggedly tall in low riding pants amassed a storm from within. A needy…clingy storm.  
 
    Tell him you’re thinking of moving in.  
 
    Tell him you want to live here and do all stupid things like watch tv and cook him dinner even though you’d probably burn it and then take long romantic baths that turn into sex. Tell him you want more than just a roommate.  
 
    My heart punched hard against my ribcage as I rose my eyes to find his fixed on me. He looked far too good for a man who just had an orgasm buffet.  
 
    He should be ten snoozes into sleep by now.  
 
    “I was thinking; where did this cereal come from since your pantry was barren the last time I checked.” He flashed a devastating slow smile. He’d poured me a big bowl the moment I said I was hungry. “And we had a lot sex with no condom, so I’m wondering if you have any diseases I should know about.”  
 
    Or, you could say that to him. 
 
    I carried on eating. Then added. “I’m on the pill. And I get tested regularly. And I’ve never had sex without a condom before you.” I buried my head in the bowl again even when there was not even a lick of milk left.  
 
    Gray pushed off from the counter and slid open the hidden pantry, the whoosh of the doors revealed a whole row of colored boxes I recognized.  
 
    “Your housekeeper?” 
 
    He smiled. “I went and bought them myself last week. From her theatrics at my telling her to donate the million cans of peaches I didn’t dare ask her to buy cereals too.” Pantry closed, I was oddly touched he’d done that for me because he expected … or wanted me to come back here. He approached on silent feet until he was soaring over me. Fingers played with the ends of my hair. 
 
    My skin sizzled.  
 
    “I’m safe, baby. I would never take risks like that with you.” Gray leaned down and touched his lips to the same spot on my shoulder that burned. “I haven’t had sex without protection either. I lost my head. I wanted skin on skin with you.” This last part his voice down-shifted to a rustier tone and rattled sexily making me shiver.  
 
    “Lucky then I protected us from any babies.” I internally shuddered thinking of being pregnant. No, thank you.  
 
    “I wouldn’t have minded.” 
 
    Whaaaaat? My eyes pinged wider but by that time he was laughing and taking my mouth with his in a hungry, all tongue, consuming kiss I melted into instantly until the taste of Fruity Pebbles was gone and replaced with the heady masculine flavor of Gray.  
 
    When he set my mouth free I was a little lightheaded, he grasped my hand and led me to the living room.  
 
    It was a beautiful setting. Dark leather furniture, low glass tables, matching lamps placed around the peripheral of the room giving off mood lightening and a huge tv mounted on the biggest wall and below was a black media center holding all the contraptions men loved no matter what their age. In the middle of the room on top of the wooden floor was a fluffy rug. 
 
    I folded my legs under me, his shirt skirted my thigh and when Gray took the very cushion next to me his palm found the top of my leg, stroking with his thumb.  
 
    How was I meant to think with him doing that?  
 
    “I have questions.” I said eventually when it appeared he was comfortable sitting in silence.  
 
    “Hit me with them.” 
 
    “Look, I get it, okay. I’m appealing as Artemis. Men want to fuck me.”  
 
    I smiled at him growling low, running a fingertip along the hand holding my thigh. He was entirely adorable. I went on. “You want to bang my brains out is what I’m saying. But what do you get out of this? Helping me. Taking me in off the streets like a waif and stray. Do you have … issues?”  
 
    “Issues?” His eyebrow went to the middle of his forehead.  
 
    “You know … like a daddy Warbucks complex, you need to help the less fortunate.” His laugh came out husky, tickling the inside of my belly. “I mean, if you just want sex on demand, I could understand that. We generated some serious heat back there. You could have me without moving me in. But seriously, what do you get out of taking care of me, besides losing a whole chunk of money I probably won’t be able to pay back until the next life.” 
 
    “There’s nothing to pay back, India. If that’s what you think, then you can unthink it right now.” Firm, bossy tenor. I scowled liking it. “As for taking care of you. I think you deserve it.” I started to speak, and he placed a finger on my lips. “Hear me out before you turn mean. From what I can gleam you’ve never had anyone in your corner, India. You take care of everyone first, and you place yourself last. Honestly, baby, that shit cuts me up. I want to take care of you because I want to take care of you. It’s as simple as you need it to be.” He kissed my forehead gently. I was wilting inside. How was this guy real? That kind of sweetness didn’t exist. “I promise there’s no hidden reason, nothing shady or kinky.”  
 
    “Nothing kinky? Then I’m out.”  
 
    My eyes flickered closed on a silent sigh when his nose slid across my cheek, down my jawline, nuzzled into my neck. He was unable to see it, but my eyes rolled right back into my head. 
 
    Jesus, he felt amazing and if I wasn’t already seduced by Gray then his fragrance, subtle manly heaven would have tipped me over the edge.  
 
    “You can have anything you want, baby-girl. You only have to say.”   
 
    You. I thought. I want you. I couldn’t make the words come.  
 
    Here’s my truth.  
 
    I wanted him to be my protector. To be the person I could not only rely on to be there in times of good and bad but to know no matter what he’d be the one person who wouldn’t take off if my mood didn’t suit him. I wanted Gray to shield me from the worst of the anxieties that plagued me more than I would admit to because admitting it made me feel less than normal. 
 
    With Gray I could be weak. And he hadn’t thought less of me. He wanted nothing more than to take care of me and I’d struggled to understand why.  
 
    It seemed impossible he didn’t have ulterior motives and he wanted me for me.  
 
    What did I know? Maybe he did, and I’d find out later.  
 
    But from what I knew and seen of his behavior, Gray was one of the few unicorn men who said what they meant and meant what they said. Baffling.   
 
    Modern women were supposed to be able to do everything like a super human wonder woman. Maybe that is true. But we also have complex, fragile brains and mental illnesses, whether our own or dealing with someone else’s sometimes mean wonder woman needed a fucking lucky break. 
 
    Or a helping hand and not to feel shame about asking for help.  
 
    I was an idiot to have it taken me weeks to come to the realization I couldn’t base this relationship on the bad stories I’ve experienced in my life.  
 
    A few bad chapters didn’t make a whole bad book.  
 
    I couldn’t push away the potential of something real when it was there in my grasp with the sweetest guy I’d ever met. A man who asked nothing of me, expected nothing and accepted me for who I was.  
 
    That was huge because I knew outside of my party-personality I’m not always the easiest person to deal with.  
 
    I wanted to be loved and protected. I wanted to be needed by a man who only wanted my love and not what I could do for him and to love someone so wholeheartedly for myself in selfish ways that I’d have no other choice but to drown in happiness. I felt weakened admitting it, but it was my truth.  
 
    And I wanted those things from only one man.  
 
    My man.  
 
    Was that Gray?  
 
    His hand, moving up to the top of my thigh brought my thoughts back to the present when a shiver of pleasure ran through me. His touch magical and addictive. I found him watching me with a small smile on his handsome face.  
 
    “So deep in thought, baby. I could have taken advantage and you wouldn’t have known.” 
 
    Eyes skimmed his body. Hard chest, solid belly. Thick bulge in his pants. “I know what it’s like to have that weapon inside me, Grayson. I would have been more than aware of you taking advantage.” I deadpanned. And he chuckled before kissing my nose.  
 
    Those damn nose kisses made me soft. I rested my forehead to his shoulder. Breathing him in.  
 
    “Want to tell me all these thoughts, or should we just go and collect your things in the morning?”  
 
    “Assuming…” my brow arched at his growing smile.  
 
    Like I was doing something bad, I slid my hand tentatively into Gray’s and he instantly held mine tightly. The way his thumb caressed almost to the point I was hypnotized in that left-right motion. 
 
     “You’re annoying, do you know that.” I said without snap.  
 
    Gray gave me his sneaky-boy smirk, melting me.  
 
    “That’s okay. I’m a vessel for the Lord so you can forgive me.” 
 
    The what now? I arched a brow. “Like to explain that?”  
 
    “I’ll have you screaming ‘oh, god, oh, god’ in minutes, baby-girl.” 
 
    Oh, my god. His ego. 
 
    I ignored the pulse flaming between my legs.  
 
    “You are crazy,” I shoved him with my shoulder, a little embarrassed that he was flirting with me after all the dirty things we’d shared.  
 
    Sex with Gray. I’d reached my pinnacle. He was the man all men would be measured by. He had stamina and enthusiasm and his need to please me almost made me pass out.  
 
    “It’s nice when you forget to be mean-girl.”  
 
    I stuck my nose in the air and gave my pithy. “I have to keep you guessing, Grayson.”  
 
    “You do that,” he said silkily. Hooded eyes full of want.  
 
    My gaze followed him.  
 
    “I think my sex and big cock subdued you,” he announced without an ounce of shame to his tone. In fact, his smug smirk was in full effect.  
 
    Pants hanging off his butt, he stood and plucked me out of the seat just like that until I was wrapped around his lean body.  
 
    “Hey, I have rights here, mister. You can’t be carrying me places without asking first.” I pressed open mouthed kisses to the pulse in his neck. 
 
    “Bed, baby. It’s late. I need you under me.”  
 
    I really shouldn’t stand for taking commands from this guy. And I wouldn’t. Just five more minutes as I wrapped tighter around him, a comforted sigh puffed out against his neck as he palmed both my ass cheeks and walked us through the apartment, switching off lights as we went.  
 
    This whole sugar daddy shit was meant to be a joke.  
 
    It was still a joke when he placed me in his bed and crawled in right behind me, tucking me under his chin making me feel like Thumbelina. 
 
    It was still a joke when he threw his leg over mine, cuddled me in and kissed the side of my throat.  
 
    Going to sleep curled in my sugar daddy’s arms?  
 
    Yeah, that shit was a joke… 
 
    Content, warm and relaxed down to my bones, I closed my eyes and slept.   
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    When you’ve had a night like I have, plunged into out of this world sex and hardly any sleep whatsoever, it was a miracle I stumbled my sleepy-self through the maze of his spacious apartment the following morning. 
 
    Gray hadn’t been in bed beside me when I woke to the sun streaming in through the huge double windows to the right of the bed. After sitting against the high headboard rubbing my eyes for a minute and then using the bathroom I went to find my missing rock star.  
 
    Passing through a hallway of displayed electric guitars mounted on platform stands, I inspected each signed instrument before I found Gray cooking in the kitchen. 
 
    I was dying to snap pictures of him, both in my head and physical proof to Instagram later or at least show Sena …Since I didn’t know where I’d dropped my phone, purse or even my clothes last night that wasn’t going to happen.  
 
    Sweatpants sat on his ass like some world-famous painter brushed them on in oils. I took a deep, silent appreciative breath, braced half in the kitchen just taking a minute to stare before I stopped being a silly, staring girl and got myself onto a stool. I’d seen him before; his gorgeous body wasn’t a surprise.  
 
    Even as my sore body renewed with hunger I had to put brakes on that. He’d used me up and left me dripping raw. And not the deliciously raw they tell you in those romance books. No woman who had been fucked within an inch of dying from a weapon of a cock ever described her destroyed pussy as deliciously painful. 
 
    Sore, tender, achy. I was all the above but couldn’t help my self-satisfied smile at the same time. Best night of my life and that included the snuggling.  
 
     “Morning, baby-girl. I didn’t expect you up yet. I had calls to make.” I mumbled a reply that would have meant good morning but this time of day I made my limbs work, I couldn’t promise my tongue and voice box too. He’d have to get used to my morning sulkiness.  
 
    Gray placed a mug of steaming, creamy coffee in front of me but captured my lips by leaning down before I could take a sip. 
 
    His kiss revived all the passion between my legs and I moaned against his seeking tongue, twining my fingers in the back of his hair, giving a tug. Gray stroked the side of my head, dropped two more kisses on my lips, leaving me breathless and disorientated.  
 
    I puffed a sigh, his forehead meeting mine. “You get me the same way, India. I loved waking up beside you. Hated leaving you in bed.” 
 
    I mumbled another reply. This time tongue-tied because of his delicious kiss. 
 
    “Want to grab your coffee and I’ll give you the official tour?”   
 
    Room after gorgeous room Gray held my hand in his and showed me around. Never once did he specify one of the three spare bedrooms was going to be mine. 
 
    He expected me in his room.  
 
    My belly flopped over. 
 
    Strangely giddy. 
 
    I had a feeling being giddy in the foreseeable with Gray was going to be something I’d have to get used to and fast. The guy was full of surprises. And for someone who liked order … or the façade of it to appease my inner anxiety I wondered how that would go between us? Better to find out, I suppose.  
 
    I wanted to take this chance. 
 
    Wanted to see where we could go in a relationship that started with tears and a whole lot of sad truth and ended with this unexplainable giddiness.  
 
    “It’s not really a lived-in apartment, I know.” He said once we’d made it back to the kitchen. He got back to his pan of eggs before grabbing a box of cereal and a bowl for me. Seriously, could he be any more perfect? “If you want to redecorate go for it. I’d love your touch on the place, baby.” 
 
    I perked up. I loved interior décor. It was one of the things I’d miss about my apartment. I’d spent a lot on décor items making it look like a home.  
 
    “I could do that,” I conceded, pouring a bowl to the top with Frosted Flakes. “I mean, if you really want it. You say that now until you come home to a couch of diamanté pink cushions.”  
 
    Gray chuckled, curving his brow in that way that made my insides squish to melted goop. My eyes fell to his crotch and yup… he was semi-hard.  
 
    “I mean it. Do whatever you like. I want you to feel at home, India. That means making it yours, ours.” 
 
    Holy fuck, the food turned to dust in my throat and if not for impeccable gag reflex I would have choked to death in Gray’s t-shirt and no panties.  
 
    Ours.  
 
    “You know it’s crazy, right? People will say this is nuts. We don’t even know if we’d like living together, Gray.” I said in a run-on sentence, slight panic settled in my bones. “I’m a party-girl. What if I come home too late and annoy you?”  
 
    That one was easy—a test I suppose, since I wasn’t concerned in that lifestyle anymore.  
 
    “If you have company, then yeah, I’m going to be annoyed and violent getting rid of them,” he smirked. “If you want to go out partying, we’ll go. I want you to come to the gigs, too.” 
 
    “What if you find me messy and don’t like if I leave towels in the shower.” 
 
    “Housekeeper. It’s what I pay excellent money for.” 
 
    I huffed. “How do I know if you put the toilet seat down?”  
 
    Gray half-grinned. “There’s several bathrooms in the apartment. I want you here, baby. We’ll compromise and talk through issues we might have. Nothing you say will make me think differently. Make this place ours, however you want. Blue, pink, emo black. Go for it, if it makes you settle in quicker.” 
 
    He really was making us a couple just like that.  
 
    Just that simple for him.  
 
    “If I’m going to move in here with you. Temporarily.” He frowned, but otherwise let me go on. “We’re going to need some ground rules, mister.” 
 
    Folding his arms why did I get the impression he resembled a high-powered, highly-sexed sultan about to take on a 50th wife? And why did my body flame-bomb because it was me?  
 
    Leaning down over the island so I could demolish my flakes, my elbows braced on the granite I saw him checking out my legs before his eyes returned to mine.  
 
    “Firstly...” 
 
    He chuckled. “How many rules are there? Do I need a stiff drink? Should I cancel all appointments for the week?” 
 
    “God doesn’t love smart asses, Grayson. Now shush that pouty mouth while I check through these very important cannot be broken rules.” 
 
    His mouth quirked, and he motioned for me to go on.  
 
    “Firstly, we need pizza night. A designated day.” 
 
    One lofty brow raised. “Wasn’t expecting that. I like pizza. We can do that. What day suits you?” 
 
    “Sunday’s and absolutely no pineapple. I will leave out of the front door dressed as I am right now if you say you’re a pineapple pizza eater.” 
 
    “I will never touch another piece of pineapple again, baby. In fact, I’ll tell the housekeeper she’s fired if any pineapple makes it over the door.” 
 
    Smartass. I grinned.  
 
    “Have you done this sort of thing before?” I elaborated when his arrogant brow rose as if to say he needed more information. “Took in a homeless girl and became sugar daddy Gray.”  
 
    He fucking laughed. A hot, rumbly sound that warmed every part of me. I jammed fingers in his ribs which only made him go off again. Gray ticklish. Something to note for later, I thought.  
 
    “This is my first foray into sugar daddy-dom. Though, the way you keep refusing everything I try to give you, it’s nothing like I looked up online.” 
 
    Eyes wide. “You actually researched how to be a sugar daddy? Gray!” I cracked up.  
 
    Touched at his dedication.  
 
    We played the joke, but we both knew this wasn’t anything like those sugar baby situations.  
 
    His money and how he wanted to throw it at me to fix all my problems were the reason I held back. 
 
    Not gonna lie. I found it sexy as hell that we would joke about him being my sugar daddy. It may be my secret fetish.  
 
    “Maybe.” He said non-committal. But his cheeky smile said differently. “What’s next? Hit me with it so I can get my hands on you again.” 
 
    He all but rolled the words off his tongue in a sexually gifted package I found myself eager to please despite my delicate body.  
 
    I clenched. “Nope, not happening, stud. I’m closed for business, your cock wrecked me.”  
 
    If I hadn’t witnessed it with my own two eyes, then I never would have believed a sweet man like Gray could get cockier in a few strides across the white tiled kitchen floor until he had me lifted on top of the granite and my legs spread so wide I was displayed to his eyes.  
 
    Luckily, I wasn’t shy.  
 
    “I made you sore, baby-girl? I’m sorry.” His smirk didn’t appear apologetic. Nor were his fingers when he moved them between the inch separating us, seduced with his scent my eyelids flickered closed before pinging open when he plied an ever so softly given stroke down my slit and back up again on the puffy flesh, making me shudder. Oh, god, that felt nice.  
 
    “Is this where I hurt you?” It was a boastful smile. According to the sudden drumming of my pulse, it’s my favorite smile of Gray’s so far. “I think I know how to make it better.” 
 
    “You’ll keep that peach-can thick missile away from me, mister.” I only half meant it. My body was geared and ready to go. I could take one for this team because I’d never wanted anyone like I did Gray.  
 
    Only, he didn’t make a move to slide off his pants.  
 
    Instead, he used a foot to yank a bar stool closer and straddled it directly in front of my spread knees. He was face level with exactly what he’d made sore. 
 
    Jesus. And the way he lowered his head and inhaled then smiled up at me … endorphins flooded, and my heart gave a lazy roll that had nothing to do with sex and everything to do with my feelings for Gray.  
 
    Excitement popped in my blood and a little fear, if I’m honest.  
 
    He terrified me with what he made me feel.  
 
    I wanted his mouth and I wasn’t shy in telling him so by threading my fingers into his hair. “Get to work, Dr. Sugar.”  
 
    He chuffed a laugh against my inner thigh, dragging his wet tongue across my skin until I thought he was trying to force me into begging. 
 
    A sigh escaped, and I let go of his hair when he found what I needed. I leaned back a little, the better to watch his dark head moving in a rhythmic form.  
 
    This wasn’t foreplay.  
 
    It wasn’t Gray trying to seduce me into coming hard for him again by sucking on my clit or ramming me with his tongue. 
 
    This was him soothing my tender, well-ravaged body using his worshipping tongue with slow, methodical, driving-me-crazy sweeps of lips along my sex. 
 
    Kissing me until I buckled with new arousing wetness.  
 
    Without me having to say a word, he knew what parts of me to kiss to put me back together with the most acute tenderness I’d ever felt before. 
 
    Everything inside me unknotted at the seams. 
 
    The momentum building in me. 
 
    I murmured his name, heavy eyelids drifted closed. My breathing irregular.  
 
    He was tender coaxing my clit out from under its hood by flicking his tongue and my body buckled to his command to let him do this for me. For him.  
 
    A sob fled from deep inside my throat.  
 
    Syrup for blood I moaned his name again.  
 
    Steel eyes sparkled looking up at me. His lips sexily glossy, he licked them slowly. Desire on his stained cheeks.  
 
    “This is me taking care of you, baby.” Thumbs worked me in tandem. “Like I said I would. I always will. I loved how you took all of me and screamed my name when this beautiful body shook from the inside. I was too rough with you that first time, I wanted to take my time, but I couldn’t resist this body,” his hands stole beneath his shirt I wore, pushing it further over my hips, lips trailed across my belly as his hands massaged the inside of my thighs.  
 
    The way he was looking at my mouth a second before he took it had me leaning forward. Not a hard kiss as expected.  
 
    Gentle … cajoling.  
 
    Inviting my tongue to roll into his mouth and before I could get into it he swept me off the counter held me against his chest as he made the way through the apartment to the bathroom where he deposited me on the sink this time before he filled the huge oval shaped sunken bath big enough for three.  
 
    I’d loved this room on our tour. I could already picture all my bathroom stuff on the counter tops with its double sink unit and mirrored walls. Down the other end was a walk-in shower with the waterfall showerhead.  
 
    “Do you like smelly stuff in your bath?”  
 
    I smiled and nodded. “I like smelly stuff.”  
 
    He tipped in something that smelled floral and made the water turn pink and only when the water filled halfway did he turn to me then slipped the shirt off my shoulders and scooped me up. I could get used to being carried.  
 
    Gray didn’t climb in after me as I hoped.  
 
    Instead, he crouched down, kissed my forehead. “Relax,” and then used a cloth and liquid soap to clean and to sooth between my legs. Only it had the reverse effect when my body was so fucking highly attuned by the time Gray was finished rubbing my sex gently I was ready to beg for a climax.  
 
    “You did that on purpose,” I complained with a girlish hush to my tone when he held my hand to climb out of the bath and a towel wrapped around me.  
 
    “Did what?” I didn’t buy his innocent twitched smile.   
 
    My body was on fire. And I wanted to punch him for taking me to the cliff only to leave me dangling there.   
 
    “Edged me.” 
 
    Gray winked like the sexy god he was. “I don’t want to hurt you, India. We’ll play when we finish moving you in later …” the suggestion was thick.   
 
    Both of my eyebrows flew into my hair. The sweet man knew about sexual edging. Fresh wetness gathered beneath the towel and I swallowed my groan as I turned to go find clothes.  
 
    I was moving in with this charming sadist today. What had I done? 
 
      
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
      
 
    Things got going faster than anticipated for the rest of the day.  
 
    Dressed in printed leggings and a simple cherry blossom print tank top with flowered tennis shoes I was set for a day of packing.  
 
    Gray, in similar comfortable clothes; worn denim jeans that licked his legs and white t-shirt that displayed his one sleeve tattoo.  
 
    He was using his reading specs today and with his hair finger-fucked going in all directions he looked both nerdy and hot as hell. 
 
    At every chance the man made sure to touch me. A hand brush, a finger moving my hair aside. He stroked me with his silver-fox eyes to keep me in that heightened aware state all day long.  
 
    If I thought, he was superman before, it was nothing to watching him take charge. Gray showed me just how capable he was.  
 
    First, by taking the day off from work. He delegated to his marketing manager. Then he got a moving company on the phone and had them agreeing to be at my place that morning to pack up everything I was bringing. I didn’t ask how much money he had to throw at them for that quick rush job. Beside a few pieces of my own furniture, my apartment was rented partially furnished with the essential electrical appliances, so it was just my personal effects and a few choice pieces I’d bought over the years I was bringing with me.  
 
    After that, once I’d finished the necessary calls to the utility services and changing over my address officially with my bank and all the other places that made up the footprint of our adult lives, he said we needed food before finishing up at my apartment, so we headed out on foot to lunch in a small mom-pop bistro just around the corner from Gray’s place.  
 
    And if our sex had been a burst of frenzied connection then our hour-long talk-about-everything conversation over coffees and bagel sandwiches was just the icing on a very fat cake.  
 
    The spontaneous conversations that animated you. We had those.   
 
    He made me laugh, and I loved his band stories of when he and the guys formed Trinity Zone. Of course, it started out as a drunken joke as all good ideas did.  
 
    He asked all the right questions about my life and career goals and wasn’t one of those guys with wandering eyes. He listened with his focus entirely on me.  
 
    Much to the nervous-excited twitch in my belly when as we talked he played his fingers over mine.  
 
    God, it was embarrassing how I hung off his every word when I got him talking about his shoe business.  
 
    I loved listening to his impassioned explanation of how he’d built his business from just an idea into the huge success it was today and the months he slogged at it with no profit at all.   
 
    It was true what they say. Ambition and drive were a turn on.  
 
    Gray had a hunger for success that came through clearly in every word.  
 
     After sharing a chocolate croissant, Joe drove us across to the meat packing district where Gray helped pack up my clothes.  
 
    “From the way you salivated over my stock, India, I thought you’d have more shoes than this.” He said putting my few sets I’d held onto into their original boxes before piling everything I was taking by the front door. 
 
    Sighing a sad noise, I turned puppy eyes on him. I could be cutely morose like a cartoon when I wanted to. I missed my poor shoes.  
 
    “I sold most of them this week. I need to send out a few more packages and then they’re all gone.” 
 
    His brows folded in. “Baby…”  
 
    I waved off his sympathy and continued folding t-shirts. “Let’s not talk about it, I’ll cry if we do.” Purging my things was good for the soul, I lied to myself. But my shoes… my babies.  
 
    Coming up behind me, Gray kissed the top of my head, his palm curled around my nape.  
 
    “We’ll get them back if you want,” he told me, lips pressed against my temple. And I believed he would.  
 
    “No. I didn’t need that many.” Yes, we did, my heart sulked.  
 
    New beginnings called for less things. I could minimalize if I put my mind to it.  
 
    Back at his place … our place, as he insisted, I unpacked right away to get it over with. Placing all my clothes on the opposite racks to Gray’s in his super-huge walk-in closet, like the one I’d watched on Sex and the City, you know the one, Mr. Big had it built for Carrie’s shoes. Sigh.  
 
    It felt strange calling it our place even as he handed me a set of keys for the main door, the door downstairs and his underground parking.  
 
    It was when he tried to hand me a platinum AMEX that my eyes practically flamed out of their sockets. I refused to take it.  
 
    Jesus, I really would be a fucking sugar baby, wouldn’t I?  
 
    “I’m getting a job, Gray. I have enough money until then.”  
 
    “Then use it until you do find something you want and not accept anything that makes you miserable.” 
 
     He was so astute it made my heart ache.  
 
    “How do you already have a credit card in my name?”  
 
    He grinned, eyes twinkled, rolling a shoulder in the white tee with the musical themed ink sleeve prominent against the material. I loved seeing him in distressed jeans. His relaxed rock star appearance turned me on. “Magic.” 
 
    The sly man had it on standby, didn’t he? He’d known I’d end up right here.  
 
    I didn’t know whether to pounce on him or slap him. 
 
    The phone ringing in the living room stopped me doing either.  
 
    “Hey, mom. Yeah, she’s here.”  
 
    His mom?  
 
    She knew about me?  
 
    My heart thumped a nervous disconnected pace.  
 
    Barely blinking watching him. 
 
     Why hadn’t I realized Gray would have parents?  
 
    I mean, that was ludicrous, he’d come from somewhere, and didn’t just emerge one day out of a handsome rock star shoemaker bush. But eavesdropping on Gray telling his mom we’d moved most of my things in … felt very fucking real.  
 
    Girlfriend real. 
 
    I couldn’t keep the squeaked words in once he was finished. “Your mother knows about me?”  
 
    “She does. And she’s invited us to dinner to meet you, otherwise she was ready to rampage over right now, and no one is ever prepared for that.” He dared grin at my aghast inhale and poked his tongue against his teeth watching me. “Don’t look so nervous, India.” 
 
    Meeting the family.  
 
    Unlimited money on a fucking AMEX card.  
 
    Keys to everything. 
 
    My clothes hung next to his. 
 
    I felt the walls closing in on me, anxiety started chirping in the back of my mind listing everything wrong with this situation and how I was going to end up worse when it didn’t work out according to Gray’s plans. 
 
    Meeting his family? Good god. What kind of maniac had I agreed to live with?  
 
    The fact he’d met my mom was different and not of my doing, he’d railroaded me on that too and now he wanted me to have a cozy dinner with his family. I knew some family details. Two sisters and a brother. All younger than him. His bossy personality was explained there. His parents were still happily married and living here in the city.  
 
    “I’m not nervous,” I said popping to my feet.  
 
    Needing space became a real issue in a matter of seconds as I looked for my exit. “But I don’t do families, Gray. And not ten seconds after I move in. Do they know why I’m here?” 
 
    His amusement fled, concern etched on Gray’s face as he watched me. Little did he know my anxiety was reaching def con oh, fuck no levels.  
 
    “Do they know I met and liked a girl and she’s moving in with me? Yeah,” he answered evenly, searching my face. “We don’t have to go, it’s just a relaxed family dinner they do every few weeks.”  
 
    “I need a minute.” I was across the floor and I heard him move his big body off the couch. “Please don’t follow me, Gray.”  
 
    I sounded like an ungrateful, fucking bitch as I power-walked out of the living room into the maze of a hallway, only finding the bathroom again in my rush for space.  
 
    Breathe. 
 
    Breathe. 
 
     This was nothing. I told myself. Overreacting. Calm the fuck down.  
 
    Meeting a boyfriend’s parents happened thousands of times a day and no one had a meltdown over it. Get it together.  
 
    Having a claw fix on the sink, my head bent as I inhaled I heard the gentle whoosh of the door slowly opening not a minute later. “India.”  
 
    If Gray took in my unresponsive expression it didn’t alter his steps towards me until I felt his hand on my spine stroking up to my nape.  
 
    “You’ve had a lot of change dumped on you all at once,” he said. Fingers tenderly going in and out of my hair, the motion of his blunt nails regulated my breathing. My lungs relaxed, his scent became my new focus, and the way he stood at my side but didn’t let his body touch mine was as calming as a hit of pot. “You don’t have to hide away if something bothers you, baby. Tell me and I’ll fix it.”  
 
    I secured a gaze on our mirrored reflection over the sinks. 
 
    Big and small. 
 
    Dark and light.  
 
    We looked good together. Good enough that my anxiety began to seep away into the cracks that made up all of me. 
 
    “I’ll go to dinner. If I embarrass you then that’s on you, mister.” I warned.  
 
    Gray smiled and dipped down to kiss me. A kiss I sighed into by lifting my face.  
 
    “You could eat like a pig at a trough and I wouldn’t feel anything but pride you were at my side.” 
 
    God. Check this guy out. My heart burst open wanting to invite him in. 
 
    I intended to enjoy the hell out of Gray.  
 
    He’s one of those rare, lovable genuine no bullshit guys.  
 
    He’s the unicorn boyfriend is what he is. He should be in a fucking museum.  
 
    And with his sex appeal calling out to mine like a needy wild animal I could allow myself to enjoy that too.  
 
    Even as he moved me into his arms, even as he cradled me into his chest and spoke soft words of encouragement, it was going to be impossible not to fall hard and fast and to give Gray every inch of me until he had it all.  
 
    I thought for so long all my give-a-fucks were gone.  
 
    I thought I had nothing to give another person other than the pretense I presented.  
 
    And then this guy with his smile and his heart open wide sauntered in and suddenly my give-a-fucks rebounded back.   
 
    I gave a fuck that I would make him happy by going to a stupid family dinner.  
 
    I gave a fuck about making him smile because I enjoyed the cereal he bought specially for me.  
 
    I gave a fuck he enjoyed holding me and comforting me and a million other things he’d showed me over the weeks.  
 
    With a shudder, he held me tighter. His body gave me strength when I didn’t feel so strong. He gave me power when I felt powerless. His kindness soaked in and saturated me, and he made me realize I’d only been getting by.  
 
    But getting by wasn’t enough any longer.  
 
    I wanted to be whole and normal and real. I wanted to be brave and courageous and to be the me again who took reckless chances and did it with a laugh in my heart.  
 
    Going to a family dinner when I’d avoided attachment for years. What a fucking crisis of confidence that was if I couldn’t eat chicken with a bunch of strangers.  
 
    I latched onto Gray’s waist, locking my arms around him. This cuddling shit wasn’t so bad.  
 
    And mumbling into his chest I said. “Just don’t tell everyone I’m your sugar baby…” 
 
    Gray laughed and kissed my head. “Wouldn’t dream of it, baby-girl.” 
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    “OMG You’re living with Gray!”  
 
    I’m not saying my best friend deafened me.  
 
    But I’m not saying she didn’t either.   
 
    “Dammit, Sena. It’s still dark o’clock, can we tone it down a bit? I haven’t had coffee yet.” And I’d been fucking Gray’s brains out until three hours ago, so my entire body was still half asleep.  
 
    I should never have answered my phone at the butt crack of dawn, but with her in the latter stage of pregnancy I didn’t want to be unavailable for when the happy event happened. I’d been at the hospital when her first baby arrived. I was kid-phobic, but I adored her chubby little Theo with his endless baby giggles.  
 
    So, I’d answered her 7 fucking am call, forgetting Gray was behind me making coffee when before I could grumble hello he’d asked, “What cereal do you want, baby-girl?”  
 
    Thus, proceeded fifty questions from Sena. Payback really since I’d FBI grilled her about Noah. A few minutes later she had the whole sorry tale of craptastic. I embellished the part about how/why I was living with Gray. I was embarrassed to admit he was footing all my bills for now with his magically maddening AMEX card that was burning a hole in my purse. The same purse he’d shoved it into and told me it was there when I wanted to use it.  
 
    She spent more minutes ripping me a new one over not going to stay with them. Like I’d invade their sex cave. Sena and Noah were in their honeymoon phase unable to keep their hands off each other. She was pregnant with her second baby in just over a year, of course they banged around the clock.  
 
    “You and Gray! I always knew it would happen. Have you slept with him? Of course, you have, tell me every little detail…. Not little I hope…” she screeched again and then answered her husband who asked her why she was making so much noise. “India is living and having oodles of sex with Gray. Yes, our Gray!” She informed Noah gleefully. I couldn’t help my grin for her southern happiness.  
 
    “It wasn’t so long ago,” I smiled as Gray placed a coffee in my hand and kissed my bare shoulder and took a seat at the island with his own coffee and a tablet in front of him. I eyed him like a piece of meat hung in a butcher’s shop window. Ridges and trenches rippled along his tanned torso narrowed into fit hips. Each brick and crevice a work of gorgeous art meant for women’s eyes to drool over. Sorry for the women of the world but it was my eyes enjoying Gray this morning and for all the foreseeable mornings, I realized with a jolt. “Miss Southern belle 2010 that you wouldn’t tell me any details of you and Noah, though I’ve held best friend status on Facebook for years. Why should I tell you anything about Gray and his beastly sexual prowess now?”  
 
    He paused his reading, the cup stopped part way to his mouth, both eyebrows shot up over the specs and into his messy bed-hair and his dirty-boy smirk flickered.  
 
    He’d earned the smirk after all the effort he put in last night.  
 
    After dinner—that he’d cooked from scratch with ingredients that didn’t come out of jars—we’d fooled around a little on the couch. God, that man was a good kisser. He could also get me off with just the sound of his raspy voice pressed to my ear and a coaxing fingertip drawing patterns on my clit. After that he’d carried me through to the bedroom where we’d used up enough sexual energy to power the entire city. 
 
    Discovering what each other liked was a heady experience.  
 
    He loved being in charge and I loved when he pinned me down.  
 
    And when he lifted me onto his lap, told me to ride him hard, he meant hard.  
 
    I couldn’t be sure without closer inspection, but I think he’d broken my vagina again. Beast suited Gray, I thought, with an affectionate stare as he drank his espresso. He had the strength, endurance and tenacity of a stallion going into stud.  
 
    “Omg, he’s a beast? Lion!” Sena yelled to her husband. “Take the little cub into the other room, this conversation is not for impressionable ears.”  
 
    Choosing the tall stool beside Gray, I sighed thoughtfully when he leaned across and cupped my cheek. Leaning into his hand I smiled. He looked gorgeously mussed this morning dressed only in form fitting track pants.  
 
    “I can’t talk now, my southern beauty queen, the man himself is sitting right here. We don’t want to make him blush.” 
 
    Sena huffed. “But you’ll call me later? I need to get out of the house, Nurse Noah is driving me crazy.” 
 
    God, they were cute when they started bickering in the background about how Sena needed to rest and Sena accused he didn’t mind her not resting last night when he woke her with his giant—I tuned out at that point.  
 
    It was cuter when Gray reached a hand into my hair and scratched my scalp.  
 
    With our next girl lunch-date arranged, I hung up and winced when I switched positions on the stool. Damn, my thigh muscles ached.  
 
    Gray kissed my shoulder. “Did I hurt you again, baby-girl?” Why did he always sound so pleased? Whiskers shadowed his jaw, I let my eyes wander. He was a sturdy built guy, ropey and fitted with nice handfuls of muscle over his body I still couldn’t get enough of looking at. I wondered if I ever would.  
 
    Gray Ellison was hot as fuck. And he was hot to fuck.  
 
    He’d turned me inside out not just physically but emotionally.  
 
    I allowed him to poke the secret places my heart had hidden for a long time.  
 
    “You know you did. And it’s time to make it better.” I was shameless.  
 
    Gray grinned slowly, raking his hot gaze over me. He ducked his head, ghosted his lips to mine giving me the barest hint of his taste.  
 
    He was already hard. Yay for me.  
 
    Not so yay for my sore pussy, but I couldn’t stop the flood of arousal, wanting him again.  
 
    Gray’s expression, as if he could sense my thoughts, smoldered with red-blooded hunger. 
 
    He came off his stool and hauled me off mine rougher than expected and I squeaked in surprise. Luckily, I wasn’t holding my coffee or we both would have been caffeine showered. 
 
    “Put your belly on the stool, baby. Place your hands on the counter, stretch up on your toes if you need to. And don’t move.”  
 
    Jesus. When he got that commanding quality to his throaty voice I wanted to lay at his feet and beg for attention. What was he turning me into? Better still, what part of me had Gray exposed that I complied with his command promptly and he shoved the shirt I wore until my ass was bare to him. 
 
    I moaned, shimmied in place. My toes curled.  
 
    “How can I make it hurt less?” Persuasive fingers slipped under the shirt, stroking the length of my spine, over the knobs and dips and back down again to squeeze my ass. A garbage trucks worth of doubts couldn’t have stopped my shiver or wanting him like this. Gray’s power was magnetic.  
 
    “Just a few inches will do.” My skin screamed for attention. Inside needed him filling and soothing the ache with the splash of his hot pleasure. I sounded gross, but god, that first hit when he came was its own aphrodisiac, especially since watching Gray come was about the hottest thing I’d ever witnessed before. He wasn’t loud, but his languid grunt was music.  
 
    “Is that all you need, sweetheart? Just a few inches.” He notched his cock head, stroked it around my entrance causing my back to dent in the middle in hopes of sliding him home. I whined, popped my ass up.  
 
    He thrust hard enough to shunt me halfway across the kitchen if not for the granite island stopping me and my steady hands holding me up while he gave me the fuck of a lifetime with sharp, steady thrusts.  
 
    His grunt shuddered through me. “Or do you want all the inches?”  
 
    The feeling was mind-blowing, every nerve ending sang in tune as I cried out my answer.  
 
    Oh, god. Oh, god. Oh, god.   
 
    How had I lived a whole adult life without this indescribable feeling he demanded in me?  
 
    How was it possible? We met over a coffee table, for god’s sake.  
 
    How were we this perfect in such a short time?  
 
    His movements cued by my sounds. His whispers fueled my arousal.  
 
    Gray had me hungry constantly. For his affection, for his sex. For the way he rolled my name as if it’s the only name he ever wanted on his tongue again.  
 
    I didn’t understand this brilliant connection between us. I just knew I needed it badly.  
 
    Gray grunted, fingers drilling into my hip bones to hold me for his thrusts. He twisted this way and hit a spot inside me that made me see stars. “You’re so tight. Who owns this too-tight pussy, baby-girl?” 
 
    “Ughgn. Me.” 
 
    He thrust slower. Torturing me from the inside as my walls tried to fold in and grab onto the thick length scraping me into a frenzy. 
 
    “Always stubborn, can’t you give me something, my wilful girl?” He doubled over my back, letting me have all his heat as his bare chest grazed the shirt rucked up somewhere around my torso. Each slam delivered was measured as he cooed sentiments in my ear. 
 
    His dirty talk rocketed me forward.  
 
    He pumped and pumped.  
 
    Unrushed strokes, and then he cupped around my throat, turning my head to fix his mouth to mine. It was a kiss that ignored logic and reason and became everything about our wants and needs.  
 
    Gray’s mouth was something I needed.  
 
    The want to have this man made me see all the stars.   
 
    On and on Gray never went easy on me. He gave me the inches I’d asked for and then some, until all of him was buried to the hilt and when he let go with a hoarse, rusty grunt of my name, his pleasure pulsed hard enough to coat my inner thighs. 
 
    When my orgasm descended it almost broke me in half. He railed every spasm out of me until my vision blinked out. I had a vague memory of chanting Gray’s name and other nonsensical words as he folded down over me, thrusting one last time, his face buried into my neck. 
 
    We held on to each other like disaster victims. 
 
    I felt wrecked. 
 
    Well fucked and soothed once more. 
 
    He dropped necklace kisses around my nape. “Who owns this shuddering well satisfied-pussy?” I was made up of stardust and orgasms at this point. I would have given him the nuclear codes if I had them. “You, Grayson.” I panted as he ever so slowly began pulling out of me. I jerked with both pain and pleasure. Gray’s fingers replaced his cock, first fondling my outrageously-sensitive mound right before he pushed them into me to keep his pleasure on the inside of me.  
 
    The act was both indecent and heart stuttering.  
 
    “There we go, that wasn’t so hard to say, was it?”  
 
    He had no idea how difficult it was to give any part of myself away.  
 
    Once back on my feet he, like a gentleman, fixed the shirt, rebuttoning the ones popped open. He dropped a kiss to my mouth with his eyes lust-filled.  
 
    “I love seeing you wearing my things.”  
 
    His sex-laced voice didn’t make me jump so much as give me an all-over body shimmer starting from my hair down to my painted toes and I unconsciously cuddled into him.  
 
    “I’ll go through your closet and pick out pants and tie for me to wear too,” I joked, only for Gray to grunt and palm the crease between my thigh and butt cheeks. The skin was overly erogenous, and I had to step away or find myself bent over something again and really, I needed to have some upper hand in this thing somewhere without acting like a horny cat in heat every minute of the day.  
 
    “Come into work with me today.” He said handing me my lukewarm coffee. Before I could sip or answer, his mouth swooped, kissing deeper with the flat of his tongue stroking mine as he set my world on fucking fire.  
 
    We’d spent two nights now getting to know what the other one enjoyed.  
 
    Gray loved kissing.  
 
    He didn’t just love it, he loved it.  
 
    So, when I tipped my head back and moaned around his tongue, vibrating our mouths, he kissed me a little more frantic in exploration.  
 
    Gray’s groan trembled through me at an alarming speed considering how quickly he’d just pleasured me. Both hands fell to my butt, tugging me hard against him. My fingers roved his neck and face.  
 
    Each kiss shared was uniquely brand new.  
 
    His renewed hardness dug into my belly and sought my heat like he was a missile and me the enemy. I didn’t try to stop him, if anything I went up on my toes to better access all Gray with my fingers driven into his hair. The friction was hot enough to start a kitchen fire. Kissing, breathless, we became a stolen moment in the new set of time we’re made for ourselves.  
 
    I didn’t care to understand it, or it would scare the pants off me.  
 
    I just understood that we were a desperate embrace.  
 
    A beating heart with two mouths and four arms. 
 
    Breathing heavily, he touched his brow to mine, his mouth slightly open at the edge of my vision. I slid a hand free and touched his pouty bottom lip. 
 
    “Come to work with me, India. I don’t want to spend all day without you.” 
 
    I found myself nodding. I didn’t want to go all day without him either. 
 
    He grinned and rubbed his thumb over my wet mouth. 
 
    We showered together… may have fooled around a little with the hand soap and his cock. I found the upper hand I’d lost, and it was in the shower giving Gray the best hand job of his life while he pleaded for me to don’t fucking stop, don’t ever fucking stop, baby.  
 
    Spoiler alert; I didn’t.  
 
    Not until I made the rock star pop over my fingers.  
 
      
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    Ahh. So that’s what that emotion felt like. I hadn’t known until now.  
 
    Two things I learned quickly entering Gray’s modern-styled building; he had a gorgeous Starbucks-worthy coffee station I wanted to road test each coffee pod and women of all ages fawned over him like he was the second cousin of Jesus Christ.  
 
    Seriously, I was standing right here, with my hand tucked inside Gray’s and he even introduced me as his girlfriend … only a tiny swoon for that … and women were giving him the come fuck me eyes.  
 
    Jealousy. There was a powerful word.  
 
    Oh, what fresh hell was this?  
 
    It bothered me that I was bothered.  
 
    Never had the green-eyed monster attacked me. I’d been on the other end with jealous lovers, but me? Not once. One swish of his secretary’s fantastic ass in her A-lined knee length, burgundy skirt and I was fuming for the blatant way she smiled and called him Mister Ellison all breathy like a she-slut in heat. I recognized her unrequited attraction to him. 
 
    I wouldn’t be that woman who pissed a mark around her man.  
 
    I wouldn’t be that woman who— 
 
    “Hey, Grayson baby. Show me your office?” I purred seductively loud enough several people heard. I swished my blond hair and cocked a hip letting whoever was spying know we wouldn’t be looking at potted plants once we were behind those double doors.  
 
    Yep. I was that woman.  
 
    No wonder he looked at me with equal parts lust and confusion since it was the first time I uttered the B word.  
 
    “Don’t even say it,” I said once he’d closed us in the office.  
 
    I was pathetic, pitiful, weak and—Gray pinned me against the door with a thump using just his hips and kissed the ever-loving hell out of my mouth, rubbing his tongue against mine until I became boneless.  
 
    “That was sexy.” He groaned forehead to forehead.  
 
    My pulse accelerated with the hardness he rubbed into my belly.  
 
    When I managed to slide out from under him, I took a sweeping breath to calm myself. Thankfully Gray was a gentleman and didn’t poke fun at my jealousy. He did say he’d bring me to work again though. “I’ll just see to a few things, and then we can get out of here. Is there anything you want to do with the rest of the day?” 
 
    I really wanted to dive into redecorating his apartment if I were honest. Not that it wasn’t nice. It was gorgeous for a bachelor, it just needed life breathing into it.  
 
    “Lunch. You need to feed me. Then maybe we can wander around the city for a while?”  
 
    He smiled and motioned me over to sit while he got to work. 
 
    He worked. And he was sexy as hell doing it.  
 
    I took pictures of his hands, his thick wrists, the side of his face and the sweep of his charcoal hair with the light dusting of salt throughout and I posted them to Instagram. They got hit with likes immediately.  
 
    My popular sugar daddy.  
 
    Lunch was at an Italian bistro that served bread and oil right there on the table. I let Gray do the ordering to see how he’d cope. You wouldn’t believe how some men crumbled with the responsibility of ordering food.  
 
    The boy did good. I smiled to myself sipping a sparkling mandarin water.  
 
    “Baby, keep looking at me like that and we’re leaving.” 
 
    I didn’t realize I’d fallen into daydreaming mode staring across at him while we waited for our food.  
 
    I grinned with closed lips and flipped my gaze from his mouth up to his eyes. “What? I like looking at the way you lick your lips knowing where they were this morning and last night and yesterday.” 
 
    Gray inhaled hard enough to suck the table cloth then exhaled a small growl, throwing down his napkin. “That’s it, we’re going.” 
 
    I giggled, garnering attention from other tables. “Relax, Sugar D. I need feeding before I deal with you again so soon.” His patient glance blistered me hot enough to take my breath as he drummed fingers on the table top.  
 
    He appealed more than food, but my belly told me it was time to eat.  
 
    But after a few bites, and Gray’s distracting seared glances from under his thick boy-lashes I couldn’t have chewed another bite. 
 
    Maybe sensing my changing mood or he caught the way I eyed him up and down, he threw down some money, far too much for the few morsels we ate, and took my hand. 
 
    “Hold it in for a second, India.” He said seriously, and I giggled following at his side.  
 
    His driver appeared at the back door ready to open for us.  
 
    “Go grab yourself something to eat, Joe.” Gray told him and almost shoved me into the back seat before I could hear what driver-Joe replied.  
 
    The door closed behind us with a click and thank god for tinted windows as my pulse sped up and clattered along my throat. “Giving me that look in public…” he about growled, shrugging out of his jacket. “I’m not a fucking robot who won’t react to it, India.” 
 
    Holy shit. Gray Ellison was going to car-sex me up.  
 
    Gray glanced out of the window. We weren’t parked on a quiet street and I was sure we were in front of a meter. Sex on a time limit. Jesus, my body went into spasms, reaching for him he knocked my hand away. “Clothes off, India. Be quick about it.” 
 
    I wasn’t gonna lie and say I didn’t enjoy him bossing me around in that roguish voice of his. Because I did. Too damn much.  
 
    Picture it; backseat of a Bentley. Me naked as the day I slid into the world and Gray with only his pants unzipped, gaped wide open.  
 
    My head was about to explode.  
 
    I climbed onto his lap, making sure to glide up on his stiffness until he hissed. Gray got a hold of my butt to fix me in place.  
 
    “Fucking outside of a restaurant. See what you’ve reduced me to,” he groaned helping me to sit down on him.  
 
    My head went back, a moan rattled my throat. “I know. I know. I’m sorry.” This man had the strangest ability to knock me off kilter in the best way. It wasn’t panic mode, it was all pleasure. He treated me with such care and attention. With respect and I didn’t want to think about the L word, not yet, even though I think his gaze gave him away as he helped me ride him.  
 
    “So beautiful,” He groaned. His eyes didn’t leave my face.  
 
    Slow. Gentle. Easy.  
 
    We steamed up the windows. Gray made a harsh noise in the back of his throat—something animal-like, warm and lovely. He kissed me tenderly like we were making love in his bed.  
 
    We came together.  
 
    Gray’s face pressed into my chest and my hands clasped in his hair. It was a moment within a moment and I didn’t want to come down from the ceiling.  
 
    “Best,” pant. “Lunch.” pant. “Ever,” I said breathlessly letting out a short laugh and found Gray’s ready mouth to kiss a second later. “But now can we go home for some cereal?” He chuckled, giving me one of his sinful just-got-laid grins. 
 
    “Do you do this a lot?” I said once back in my clothes. I looked like a sexed-up mess. And felt great about it.  
 
    Gray texted Joe to let him know he could come back.  
 
    As if Joe wouldn’t have the first clue what we’d been doing…. “Take off to fuck in cars.” I clarified.   
 
    “Never, baby-girl. Only with you.”  
 
    Over a giant bowl of Cap’n Crunch back at the apartment, I spent an exorbitant amount of Gray’s money online ordering special piece décor items at his prompting when I told him my vision for each room.  
 
    The rock star had rocked my literal world in more ways than one.  
 
    I felt like the least I could do was put my flair for décor into his home.  
 
    But, holy shit. Rich folk and their money. I felt guilty the more I ordered but told myself it was for the greater good. And it was hella fun. My one-click finger was broken.  
 
    Gray helped me undress that night when he found me curled up half-asleep on the couch with my laptop on my knee. We brushed our teeth together, he used the toilet while I put on my eye cream and then we climbed into his big bed and I crawled into the middle where we met. I found my place under his arm and his thick, hairy thigh went over mine, his cock nestled into my belly. 
 
    After all that, and so much making out in the dark until my teeth, lips and hair were numb, he kissed the side of my neck with a little chuff of air. “You are so beautiful when you’re happy, baby-girl.”  
 
    I hummed. “I had a nice day, Grayson.”  
 
    I fell to sleep with the lull of his trailing fingers on my spine. 
 
    The thing about happiness is; there’s always something to remind you of reality just around the corner.  
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    “Okay, ma. I’ll be over soon.”  
 
    “Problem?” Asked Gray pulling on a T-shirt over his magnificent torso and I was too distracted with my head elsewhere to even enjoy the view.  
 
    It was the weekend and we had plans to celebrate living together for a week by having a picnic in Central Park and going for a boat ride. It was such a cheesy date and something I’d never done before. I was excited to walk holding his hand being cheesy together.  
 
    “No…I don’t know.” I sighed looking for my purse. “I think we might have to cancel, I don’t know how long it’ll take, sorry, Gray.” Tearing open a door I spat a curse nearly breaking a newly manicured nail in my haste to check in the second hall closet, digging through boots and totes. Gray caught me by the arm, drew my back into his chest, his arms folding in around me. “Calm down, baby. What is it you’re looking for?” 
 
    “My stupid purse.” I huffed. “It has my subway card and wallet.” 
 
    “You’re not taking the fucking subway. We’ll go in the car.” 
 
    There he went being fucking selfless and kind again, but I couldn’t allow him to upturn his life to deal with the mess of mine all the time. 
 
    “I can go by myself, no point both of us wasting a day.” 
 
    “Finish getting dressed, I’ll find your purse.” He kissed the side of my head and let me out of his arms. “Breathe, India. Was your mom upset?”  
 
    “No, she just sounded agitated and that’s three steps away from her having a meltdown.” Stabbed with disappointment for our lost date then a double hit of guilt a second later because I’d do anything for my mom and she needed me 
 
    I knew her loneliness got the better of her sometimes. I’ve tried with countless conversations to get her back in the community again, her refusal was steadfast. 
 
    Swift and harsh the bubble of helpless anger came unbidden.  
 
    Was this always going to be my fucking life?  
 
    Was this the only destiny I had to look forward to?  
 
    And like any anger, I took it out on the wrong person as Gray stroked my back. I flinched away from him. “I’ll go on my own,” I snapped. “This is my crap.” Trying to get around him, he stopped me with his hand on my wrist. “What’s wrong?” 
 
    The longer I took getting to mom, the likelihood of her being in a state weighed on me. “Nothing.”   
 
    “India.” 
 
    I rounded on him, my irritation erupted out of every pore, and I hated myself for it “Jesus Christ. I said nothing, Gray, okay? Fucking nothing.”  
 
    He got in my way and stopped me from leaving. And that only made me worse. I wasn’t used to people seeing me less than perfectly put together both inside and out and I was … ashamed, which resulted in my being pissed off.  
 
    Not his fault. Not his fault at all.  
 
    Using his hips, he held me against the wall, my hands caught in one of his held above my head. 
 
    I was trapped. 
 
    And boiling under my skin. 
 
    Unsure if it was lust or pissed off. Maybe a mixture of both. 
 
    “Why are you so angry?” Piercing gray eyes captured easily as he’d pressed me into the wall. 
 
    Not even an elevated measure in his voice which was just maddening. 
 
    Didn’t the man have an emotion other than calm and collected? 
 
    God, that pissed me off. 
 
    I grunted and tried to buck him off me, which only resulted in us both groaning together when his thickness pressed into the softness of my belly. 
 
    “Get off me.” I hissed tersely. 
 
    “I’m not on you. I’m against you. Remember last night when I crawled into our bed.” Our. The word pinballed around my head, my heart gathered speed and panic rallied the troops ready for me to freak my fuck out right there in the hallway where I hadn’t even had time to put on my shoes when I had the brilliant idea to leave. 
 
    No such luck with road runner here.  
 
    I glared up and had the infuriating thought to move the sweep of hair falling over his eyes. 
 
    “And I woke you by prying your legs open, so I could lie on top of you?” He continued, “that was me on you, baby-girl.” 
 
    “Fuck your semantics. Get off me now.” 
 
    “When you tell me why you’re suddenly angry.” 
 
    His thumb worked the skin of my wrist and whatever voodoo magic it wielded it somehow slowed my breathing. 
 
    “I’m always angry. Didn’t you know that? I’m always fucking angry, Gray. Doing this same crap over and over makes me angry.”  
 
    If I cried now I’d hate myself. 
 
    This was why I didn’t do relationships. They always wanted more out of me than I had to offer.  
 
    If I gave Gray what he wanted I’d be left empty and have no reserves for these fucked up days where I needed my strength more than ever. 
 
    The look on his face was one of understanding.  
 
    He was the most understanding man I’d ever known and why did that make me even madder? 
 
    Half of me still expected him to turn around and say “Ahh, changed my mind, Bye, India.”  
 
     “Sweetheart, why are you angry?” 
 
    His hold loosened an inch. I stayed right there. My arms fell as I glared. 
 
    “Why can’t you just be a regular guy who doesn’t give a fuck what I do and only care when he’s next getting his dick wet? A regular guy would have let me walk out that door to deal with my crap, not harpooned me to the wall with his giant fucking bulge.” 
 
    Gray smiled, and my belly rolled over. 
 
     “That’s easy. I don’t want you to walk out of the door. Not in anger. Not with anything else and you should know by now I’m not a regular guy. So again, tell me why you’re so angry.” 
 
    “You keep pushing me!” I burst out. My hands shoved his steadfast chest. “Pushing me like I’m your little red cart going up a hill.” 
 
    Head descended. His eyes in my vision. “And what’s in my red cart, India?” 
 
    I blinked not understanding the fucking question at first because his whole body was distracting me. The heat of him burned me through two layers of our clothes. 
 
    It was me who panted. “Say what?” 
 
    “In this red cart of mine I’m pushing. Does it have all your problems you continue to carry around with you, holding you back, tying you down until you want to scream?” 
 
    Oh. Fucking. Hell. 
 
    My chest caved in. Just made an irreparable sink hole down to my soul. 
 
    His serious brows and warm eyes and his full mouth focused only on me and this time I didn’t try to move out from under his weight. I sort of sagged into the wall. But Gray wouldn’t let me fall. He was a goddamn hero, wasn’t he? Forever picking me up. Anticipating my moods and swerving me away from the darkness. 
 
    “Stop.” 
 
    “Stop what?” 
 
    “Stop trying to fix me. To change me.” 
 
    Gray leaned in and kissed my forehead as though he thought I was a five-year-old with a boo-boo.  
 
    “I would never want to change you. But I do want to make things better for you.” 
 
    All my emotions in a constant flux of not knowing where we were. 
 
    It was no big secret now that Gray Ellison, international shoe man and altogether sexy as hell orgasm giver was one heck of a man. No denying that fact. But the way he continuously tried to delve into my secrets pissed me off. 
 
    And why did it piss me off? 
 
    Because for the first split second before I could engage any kind of defense my whole body and brain wanted to put them in his hands and let him help me. 
 
    Wouldn’t that just make me as weak as my mom? Waiting and relying on one man her whole life and where was she now? Stuck in a time warp, waiting for the scumbag who abandoned us to walk back through the door. 
 
    Not me. 
 
    Never me. I couldn’t be that person. 
 
    “Haven’t you learned yet? You’re beautiful and perfect as you are. Be brave, baby-girl, and let me inside.” 
 
    The timber of his voice, soft and coaxing scratched over my nerves and I emitted a frustrated cry. 
 
    “Oh, my god, don’t you get it? I don’t need rescuing, Gray! I’m not a china fucking doll that’s broken. If you need a project, go pick some other bitch up off the street to make you whole if you’re so fucking bored.” 
 
    I knew every word flung out of my mouth was a hurtful lie. That I was lashing out at him because he was right, so right, and in his rightness, I felt gaped open desperately trying to stop my guts from falling on the floor. 
 
    “You can’t fight all my battles for me.” 
 
    “Watch me.”  
 
    His protectiveness stirred things in my sad heart. 
 
    Please help me, please hold me, please just be there. I wanted to cry.  
 
    Vulnerability was my own worst enemy.  
 
    I’d never been so candid with a boyfriend about how my past had fucked me up for any normal connection. 
 
    I still grieved Jacky. 
 
    I hated the depression holding my mom. 
 
    I hated that my father walked out and hadn’t even tried to be in my life.  
 
    Was I so forgettable? Was I a horrible … unlovable person?  
 
    But in my anger, in my despair for Gray calling me out on my bullshit I backed myself into a corner like a trapped animal, claws displayed, teeth bared, ready to fight. I fired my last bullet. “Being a decent fuck doesn’t mean you get to dictate what I tell you, Gray. Back the hell off me now.” 
 
    He made a disturbed sound that had my eyes flying up to look at his face. 
 
    “You’re mean when you want to be.” 
 
    I forced a smirk, dying inside, as he stepped back to let me slip out from him. I slid into my shoes and ignored the feet of space he placed between us. Hands tucked into his pants pockets, if I dared move my eyes up I was afraid I’d see something other than lust on his face. I was afraid I’d see hate. 
 
    “Maybe you’ll start to listen to what I say. This is me. Bitch at your service, Grayson.” 
 
    My hand on the door handle, my name had me halting. 
 
    “I never said bitch. I said mean.” 
 
    Didn’t it amount to the same? Gray appeared at my back before I could move to open the door and make my escape, to find fresh air and get myself calm.  
 
    “And your mean is worth shit, India.” My neck snapped to look at him. There was no hate on his face. My eyes narrowed. The cheek of this guy. “Me and my decent fuck know all about you, and both of us like you. So, you deal the fuck with that. Now.” He stepped forward and I braced. For what I didn’t know. Only he kissed me on the forehead, grabbed my jacket off the console table where I’d dumped it last night. “Go sit in the living room and I’ll find this fucking purse, so we can get to your mom’s.” 
 
    Who the hell was this guy, really? 
 
    God, he was annoying. I deflated emotion like a leaky faucet all over the floor and glared at him.  
 
    I cared so greatly for him. So much.  
 
    “You’re annoying.” I told him. “Why can’t you yell back?” 
 
    He smiled. He smiled with his whole gorgeous face from the lift of his lips to the raise of his brows and a sexy twinkle in his eyes, and I turned soft inside. 
 
    “When I have something to yell about I will, baby-girl. Promise.” 
 
    Ugh. He was so damn nice. I didn’t deserve him.  
 
    “I’m sorry.” I told him in the elevator. “You’re such a good guy and this isn’t what you signed up for.”  
 
    A hand came around my neck and I was instantly comforted, realizing that’s what I’d wanted. I went into Gray’s chest as the doors pinged open. “I want to be where you are, baby. So, if it’s at home, a picnic, or at your moms. No more apologies. We’ll stop and grab her a few things.”  
 
    My heart magnified with his compassion. It didn’t lessen the guilt and second guessing once again about what were we doing, really? I’d lived a fairytale life all week. Re-organizing Gray’s apartment which now looked spectacular. We went out to eat. We cooked together. He took me into work and I helped with next year’s fall range of shoes. It felt like we’d become this instant team and I’d loved every moment of it.  
 
    But that’s not reality … is it?  
 
    It’s a dream within a dream.  
 
    Walking up my mom’s porch steps, that’s my reality.  
 
    The tight knot in my belly hesitant to open the door and to see which mom was inside, that’s my reality.  
 
    Fearing she wouldn’t get any better than this, was my reality.  
 
    Fooling myself for days that mom was okay because she’s had no blow ups, that’s the reality I lived with. 
 
    I was afraid to be happy in case it all disappeared one day.  
 
    Her and I hadn’t done anything to help each other heal for a long time, before I got her to agree to therapy.  
 
    My mom went into her own depression for long periods of time and because she wasn’t manic or screaming I didn’t do a thing to help her. I needed that solitude to grieve in my own way. I wasn’t strong enough to sustain the grief for us both and that’s how we went on for years.  
 
    In the beginning I’d stop by almost daily just to make sure she was out of bed and she’d eaten. I’d mow the lawn, pay the bills, carry home sacks of fresh fruit and vegetables I’d have to batch-cook meals to store in the freezer. And as each month went by, keeping us in a time capsule of sorrow where we’d not only lost my brother, but my dad walked out on us too, it became clear in a cathartic kind of a way, morbid really, that somewhere in the lost space this was my life now.  
 
    I was a city girl who partied far too much, had one-night stands and didn’t allow myself to grow true feelings for anyone because in those feelings came with it chances of loss and risking emotions I couldn’t afford.  
 
    Each time I opened the front door and saw my mom sitting in that same chair with her hair casually brushed back from her shoulders and the same photo album on her lap, it was like walking back in time and allowing her depression to mold who I let myself be in the here and now. 
 
    Whatever my version of love was I had it for my mom. I’d do anything for her, but I couldn’t crawl in her sadness with her.  
 
    I closed off a long time ago, but I still held hope she’d be okay again one day.  
 
    Some sadness’s didn’t afford you a minute to breathe and think of what could be. Sorrow was a powerful drug—somewhere along the way from grief to the present day my mom and I existed just because we existed. 
 
    She was unhappy, and I’d overcompensated my emptiness by filling it with as much of a fake high as I could. 
 
    Did I want to end up like her? Living in the pages of a worn-out photo album? Living for days of ‘remember when?’ Waiting for something that would never happen. 
 
    I couldn’t exist like that. It was fucking depressing to watch. 
 
    Only now I wasn’t alone.  
 
    Before I walked inside, Gray took my hand. “One day you’ll trust me, India, that I’m here, and not going anywhere.”  
 
    He squeezed my fingers and gave me an epic smile and a kiss on my lips. Lending me strength, I hadn’t confided needing. He nudged me forward with a hand on my butt.  
 
    I smiled at him holding two sacks from Wholefoods. Gray chose flowers for mom. “Careful, rock star, the neighbors around here like to twitch their curtains.” 
 
    He hummed, a sexy noise to boil my blood and placed his lips on mine again. “Then we better give them something to talk about.” 
 
    It was clear mom was agitated when we went inside and was trying to appear calm because I’d brought Gray.  
 
    The sweetheart man that he was he didn’t even make a big deal out of anything mom said or did in the next few hours. “I hope you like pecan ice cream, Linda. Our girl brought three pints.” He took the groceries through to the kitchen, giving me a minute to talk to mom.   
 
    “Are days always like this?” He asked sitting on the stoop with me later.  
 
    “This is a good day,” I told him truthfully. “Once we get over these next few weeks she’ll calm down again. It’s the month Jacky went missing.” 
 
    “You never talk about your brother.” 
 
    Lifting a shoulder, I avoided his eyes knowing only sympathy would shine back. He’d listened as I’d hugged mom in the other room while she cried, and I talked her down off her emotional ladder. She’d been watching Jack’s home movies again.  
 
    It was the very reason I never, ever watched them.  
 
    “It’s difficult,” I confessed. “I don’t really talk to anyone about him.” 
 
    Gray kissed the top of my head as I rested an arm on his thigh. “Tell me about him?” 
 
    If I concentrated I could almost see Jack riding up and down the street on his new bike, the Christmas he turned ten. He loved that thing and cried when it was time to come inside. As Gray’s fingers stroked my inner wrist hanging between his legs, the sounds of the neighborhood shrouded me. I saw him everywhere when I was here. The stop sign, where he knew never to go beyond. The drop off for the school bus. The boy he played with four doors down. The kid no longer lived there, but I could still see them water wrestling in the yard laughing as Jacky squealed with his fair hair plastered to his skull and two teeth missing.  
 
    God, the ache in my chest never went away. Not really.  
 
    I learned to mask it well. To drown it out by always being busy, climbing the work ladder, burning candles at both ends. Never giving myself a minute to truly accept the loss.  
 
    “I think my actions got him killed.” I murmured to myself.  
 
    “Oh, baby. I don’t know the details yet and I can already tell you, that you didn’t.”  
 
    I wasn’t so sure.  
 
    “Jacky was such a good baby. I was four when he was born, and I told everyone he was my baby.” I crawled into Gray’s lap needing … him. He palmed my hip, kissed my forehead and waited for me to go on.  
 
    “He was starved of oxygen in delivery which meant he had some mental disabilities. The doctors said he wouldn’t walk or talk. But he did, Gray. He just took his time. He was four when he walked and five when he said my name. He called me Inda. I was his best friend in the whole world, he’d tell me.”  
 
    My voice cracked. God, I missed that little boy so much.   
 
    If I could go back and do one thing differently with my life I’d change that day.  
 
    “Tell me a good memory of you and Jack.” Gray urged quietly. His touch grounded me to the moment, so I didn’t lose myself to anxiety.  
 
    I smiled knowing exactly which memory to share. It was one of my favorites. “Every weekend before my parents woke, Jack and I would get up and eat bowls and bowls of cereal in front of the cartoons. I’d deliberately give myself a milk moustache to make him roll around laughing.”  
 
    Gray breathed against my temple. “That’s why you like cereal now?” 
 
    I nodded. “Yeah, silly really.” I heard him inhale and I turned my head up to look at him. “Don’t feel sorry for me, Gray. I couldn’t take that.” 
 
    He kissed me, just once on the lips. “I won’t, baby. Do you want to tell me what happened to him?”  
 
    It didn’t matter that it’d been seven years now. Seven years felt like seven minutes at times. Grief didn’t have a statute of limitation for when it stopped hurting. I knew it would hurt until I took my last breath.  
 
    Though I didn’t meet Gray’s eyes, my own focused somewhere across the street in a neighbors front yard, I fingered the hair at his nape. 
 
    “His learning difficulties never made him grumpy. If anything, he was more determined to learn how to do things like all his friends, no matter if it took him weeks. Everyone loved him and his constant happiness. Dad spent six months teaching him how to ride his first bike when he was ten. We couldn’t get him inside after that. He was a big kid for fifteen, he towered over me, but mentally he would have always been around eight years old. The sweetest kid, Gray. I wish you could have met him, he would have begged you to teach him the guitar and ride in your fancy car.”  
 
    Gray pulled me in closer.  
 
    “I’d been at college for nearly a year by then, I loved the freedom, though I hate saying it now. It’s like I’m saying I loved being away from him. I guess in a way I did. I was my own person again, but I’d come home as often as I could. I was his best friend.” Some regret couldn’t ever be fixed. “I loved him so much, but he was clingy and hard work sometimes, he liked things in order and his own way, and he hated me being away so much, he didn’t understand why I had to go to school and couldn’t stay home, eat cereal and watch his cartoons with him.”  
 
    “I think I’d be the same, but then I feel greedy with you too,” smiled Gray against my cheek. His day-old stubble scratched and comforted. I smiled down at him, admired his lovely face. How gentle his eyes as he watched me.  
 
    I’d fallen into a relationship and it didn’t suck.  
 
    But my track record of unease it was anyone’s guess how long we’d last for. 
 
    For what it was worth I was hoping for a while.  
 
    I liked this man.  
 
    Liked how calm he made me feel. How he made me feel a lot of things. 
 
    If anyone asked I’d tell them Gray Ellison was the greatest man alive.   
 
    Laying my head on his shoulder I went on.  
 
    “Jack wasn’t allowed past a certain point on his bike. End of the street and back, unless he was with one of us. He got mad because I was supposed to come home that weekend and I stayed at school for a party. A fucking football party. Instead of not breaking my promise for a movie and burger night, I chose frivolous fun over him. It was two hours before mom realized he wasn’t riding on the street.”  
 
    Horrible memories of getting her frantic phone call replayed in my head.  
 
    If I’d been home, he would have been fine. That much we all knew.  
 
    He never would have gotten angry and rode off to go where?  
 
    We would never know.  
 
    I always suspected he was trying to find me at school.  
 
    I inhaled a shuddering breath, swallowed around the lump of emotion trying to block my airways.  
 
    “He was missing for three days and two nights. We searched with the police, the whole neighborhood helped. I kept thinking he was just hiding somewhere. He loved hide and go seek.” A hand coasted up my back, held around my nape when my voice broke, and my vision temporarily blanked out with water. “I prayed so hard he was hiding. I swore if he was just found safe I’d be a better sister. I wouldn’t get irritated that I wanted to have the whole college life on my own.” 
 
    My life back then seemed shallow and self-absorbed. No matter Jacky’s age and size he always would be a little boy and I was his best friend who abandoned him, so I could drink, party and screw around at fucking football frat houses.  
 
    The guilt would never wane.  
 
     “What happened next?” Gray encouraged, skimming his lips over my temple, I leaned into him as if he had the power to hold my shaking molecules together with just his bare hands.  
 
    I’d look back and know this was the moment I loved Gray.  
 
    “He was found three days later, half hidden in shrubbery along a side road near a highway underpass. He’d been knocked off his bike, hidden from sight. We’ll never know if the guy stopped to help him. Jacky could have been saved if someone had only seen him there.”  
 
    Torture. Agonized torture of what ifs.  
 
    A minute.  
 
    Two. 
 
    Gray held me close, brushing kisses on my forehead, my cheek, my temple.  
 
    “I should have been at home, Gray.” 
 
    “You can’t blame yourself.” 
 
    “I was his best friend and I let him down.” I knocked away tears before they even dared to fall. And I tried to pull away from him.  
 
    Angry and ashamed.  
 
    But Gray held me fast. He cupped my cheek and made me look at him. 
 
    There was no look of yes, it’s your fault, India, in his eyes. If anything, I saw understanding. And a shared empathy in the pits of steel looking unwavering back at me. “Don’t play the what if game, sweetheart. I’ve been there, and it doesn’t help. You were the best big sister, but your own grown up life was just beginning. I’m sure your parents blame themselves too, it’s human nature. It’s one of those terrible things that happen to good people.”  
 
    Oh, great, there went the water works again. I pressed my forehead to his shoulder and soaked his shirt. “I wish I was my old self again,” I confessed.  
 
    “You will one day. Your brain knows something bad has happened, baby. It’s putting all its energy into protecting you. When you’re ready you will get back every piece you’ve tucked away. But you know what, India? I think you’re pretty-fucking amazing as you are. Strong and resilient. Fun and beautiful. And you do all that while you hold up your mom and deal with what life throws at you with those demons on your back. Give yourself some credit, you are fucking amazing.” 
 
    Oh, wow.  
 
    I leaned our foreheads together. “Have I told you you’re fucking amazing, too? Thank you, Gray.” 
 
    We had us a real moment, truth and comfort and it didn’t suck.  
 
    “I don’t want you to see me like that.” 
 
    “Like what?” 
 
    “A victim. I know I’m a moody flight risk, but I don’t want to be that woman. Not to you.” 
 
    He kissed me. “You’re just India to me, you’ll always be my mean-girl.” 
 
    I sighed into a smile. “We’re probably giving the street something to talk about with me in your lap.” 
 
    “Fuck the neighbors.” 
 
    Chuckling I wiped my face for the third time. I bet I looked like an extra on The Walking Dead. My face swollen and blotchy. “They used to call me That Rivera Girl. I don’t think my reputation has changed much over the years. They saw me as the party girl, the drunk girl, the girl who was always with a different boy.” 
 
    “Like I said,” he growled. “Fuck the neighbors.” 
 
    Yeah, fuck them all. They never saw me holding down the forte. How I was the one bringing home money and keeping mom out of a psychiatric unit.   
 
    But the sting of their judgement still carried on my shoulders.  
 
    “You’re perfect, India. And it’s anyone’s loss if those assholes don’t see it.” 
 
    My heart fluttered. It was me this time who cupped his roughened cheeks as he smiled his perfect boy smile. 
 
    “Are you looking to get laid?” 
 
    “Yes, I’ve never wanted inside a woman more than I do right now,” he answered instantly and smirked before dropping a kiss to my nose then stood and placed me on my feet. “Let’s ask your mom what she fancies for dinner and I’ll go pick it up.” 
 
    “Gray. You don’t have to stay.” 
 
    “Shut up and go find us some menus.” And didn’t he just slap my bottom.  
 
    Yeah, he was getting laid tonight.  
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    “You mentioned how you blamed yourself for something.” I asked on the drive home. Sleepy and full of kung pow chicken, it was nearing midnight when we left mom’s house and I was eager to get back to the apartment and crawl into his big bed … with the man in it.  
 
    “I did say that.” He replied, evasive.  
 
    I wasn’t put off. “Who was it?”  
 
    Gray dipped his dark head slightly in my direction and sent me a killer watt half smile hot enough to partially cook my liver before turning back to the road.  
 
    If not for my crampy belly I might have crawled into his lap and gave him a drive worthy of stories to his grandkids in years to come. 
 
    A punch of pain. Ow. Gray with kids. Gray with a wife.  
 
    Okay, that thought was getting shoved off into the deep, dark recess of things India didn’t think about.  
 
    For now, my sugar daddy was all mine. Some lucky bitch in the future would just have to wait her turn.  
 
    “Come on, you know all my crap, spill it, Ellison.” I poked his ribs and had the pleasure of seeing him ticklish.  
 
    “It was my ex. Dahlia.” 
 
    Dahlia. She sounded like a fucking precious flower.  
 
    “Don’t stop there, sugar D. We have fifteen minutes before we’re home.” 
 
    Another mega-watt smile, this time with his hand palmed around the top of my thigh. “I like you calling it home.” 
 
    I laced over his fingers. “Don’t distract me with your sex games.” 
 
    He flashed his naughty-boy grin. So damn sexy and he knew it. Wearing his specs pushed his sexiness over the top. 
 
    Gray was the best of all worlds. Hot and intelligent. Fuckable and sweet.  
 
    “We dated for eight month and it was assumed we were going to get married.” 
 
    Oh. 
 
    Maybe I didn’t want to hear this crap. Not with a slice of jealousy and possessiveness shooting through the middle of my belly. Pain came right on its heels. And it had nothing to do with the impending red sea doom every woman dealt with. I didn’t know why I’d never pictured Gray in a long-term serious relationship before. But he was long-term material. He was husband material and father material. And reliable, dependable material.  
 
    He was every good guy quality there was.  
 
    “You proposed?” Why did I feel sick?   
 
    Only now my curiosity was piqued to know more about Dahlia.  
 
     “Not quite. But she expected me to, even as she pushed for us to live together. She’d point out venues and rings often enough. Her family expected it. Our parents were decades long friends. It was nice for while it lasted but as that old cliché goes, it was good until it wasn’t. We argued, and she stormed out, she later confessed to cheating with her personal trainer because I didn’t propose at Christmas as she expected.” 
 
    “Wow.” I said. “What a spoiled bitch.”  
 
    I could have called her worse. 
 
    Gray chuffed a laugh. “Yeah, that was Dahlia. She wanted the best of the best and didn’t understand why I didn’t want to use my parent’s money instead of making my own.” 
 
    “This was before you turned into a shoe mogul?” 
 
    “Yeah, around nine years ago now I think about it. I’d experimented with my businesses up until then, but it was that point I was getting serious about importing. When we broke up I questioned a while afterward if I’d driven her to cheat. What could I have done differently.” 
 
    Crap. He sounded like he loved this precious princess.  
 
    My belly became all squirrely again. Gray pulled his lower lip into his teeth as he turned the car into the underground parking of his building. 
 
    We parked in relative silence climbing out. He rounded the car as he always did and tucked my hand in his. “You know you can’t blame yourself for her being a cheater, right? You didn’t make her climb into someone else’s pants, Gray.” 
 
    “She did me a favor. We wanted very different things in life. I wanted to work hard and become a success and she had socialite hostess in mind.” 
 
    Inside the steel coffin elevator, as always, my heart rate went up as the doors closed so I sneaked an inch closer to Gray and squeezed his fingers. “You wanted to make shoes and she wanted all the dicks?” I said tongue in cheek. Just a little bit bitchy. I wasn’t jealous… 
 
    Gray laughed, turning a raised brow at me. “There’s my lovely mean-girl.”  
 
    Yes, here I was. Not you, Dahlia.  
 
    I found myself asking. “Did you try to fix things with her?” 
 
    “No, once she told me what she’d done we were done.” 
 
    “Was it over for her?” 
 
    He rolled a shoulder leading us down to his apartment. “For me we were done.” And that said it all. Maybe there was a chick out there pining for Gray.  
 
    I couldn’t blame her. What kind of moron did you need to be to let him go? 
 
    “And you haven’t had anything long term since?” 
 
    His grin became wolfish gesturing me in first, his hand on my butt. “I’m trying to, but she’s a headstrong, unique, incredible girl and I have to be sneaky about my tactics.” 
 
    Ohhh. Head rush. Pussy clench. Heart cinch.  
 
    As much as I denied it, Gray continued to rope me in one emotional tug at a time. Dahlia’s loss was my gain.  
 
    He pushed me up against a wall, bringing me out of my thoughts and as Gray’s head descended for what I knew would be an epic, wet kiss I moved out from under him. “Hold that thought, rock star. I need the bathroom.” 
 
    Like I suspected, there would be no sex tonight. Not with me wearing my granny panties under my pjs. When I told Gray sex was out he moaned and buried his head in the downy pillow before pulling me into his body, the look of carnal longing in the depths of his eyes practically scorched my skin off. 
 
    The big, hard frame of him locked around me until he had me comfortably placed with a hand resting to the top of my butt.  
 
    I’d discovered I really liked sleeping up close and personal with Gray.  
 
    I liked a lot of first things with Gray.  
 
     “Rock star?” 
 
    “Hmm?” He did that thing he did in bed where he stroked his fingers up down my back, until the hot spot at the base of my spine was on fire.  
 
    It usually led to sex. Who am I kidding. Sex sounded pedestrian. If we were near each other it usually led me to climbing all over him.  
 
    I did my own wandering and cupped the steel pipe digging into my belly. 
 
    “Ignore that,” he grumbled, faced pressed to the side of my throat. “He’s an animal and doesn’t know we can’t play in our favorite place.” 
 
    A giggle popped out of my lips. I stroked him again just to hear his grunt. “Just because I can’t have sex, doesn’t mean you can’t…” 
 
    His head rose off the pillow like lightening and I swear I could see his eyes glowing in the dark. Feral animal.  
 
    “Are we about to do butt stuff, baby-girl?” 
 
    Oh, god. This man. I laughed and used my free hand to yank a tuft of his hair while administrating a silky stroke to his cock with my other.  
 
    Already his tip was leaking with need and my belly flipped over to make him feel good.  
 
    I was so absorbed squeezing the thick width of Gray’s cock that I missed his sneaky hand trailing down my body until it was buried in my shorts, the heel of his palm sat directly over my period panties on top of my mound. 
 
    I flinched. Not from shock, but from the need pulsing through me.  
 
    Any woman would tell you their horniest times were when the river ran reddest.  
 
    “What are you up to, mister? You know I can’t do anything.”  
 
    Only half listening, because his palm pressed down directly on my clit and the sensation was eye-rolling good. So much so I bumped my hips up unbidden.  
 
    And then Gray dug in the heel of his palm, rotating over and over.  
 
    Around and around. Right. Over. My. Clit.  
 
    Oh, god. Oh, Jesus in heaven. 
 
    My whole top half of me filled with helium. My head fell forward on his shoulder, fingers still locked around his length.  
 
    “Gray-son…” 
 
    “Let me make you feel good this way. That’s it, dig your nails into my skin, let me know you like it when I wreck your hard, little clit. Do you have cramps?” 
 
    “Yes,” I hissed.  
 
    “I’ll shake your womb, baby. Make it better.” 
 
    Oh, god.  
 
    The fact that Gray got me off so easily using only a grinding motion of his hand was … amazing.  
 
    “God.” I puffed out. Much to his chuckled smug, delight as he kissed my damp forehead. “You’re a danger to me, Gray.” 
 
    “Good.” More smugness saturated his voice box.  
 
    I couldn’t have this.  
 
    Couldn’t have him gloating that he’d knocked me off kilter. 
 
    So, I squeezed his cock hard enough that his back left the mattress and when I laughed at his grunt I used that time to kick the sheet down to the other end of the bed. 
 
     “Your turn, rock star,” I told him, licking my lips, getting up on my knees.  
 
    “Jesus, India.”  
 
    His solid groan sounded pained. “What? I didn’t even put my mouth on you yet.” I laughed stroking a finger to the very tip where he was wide, pink and leaking. I knew a teased man when I saw one, so I popped that wet finger into my mouth and moaned licking his pre-come.  
 
    “Christ. Baby. Killing me. You’re looking at my dick like you’re about to eat your favorite meal.”  
 
    Another lip lick I looked up and smiled. “Maybe I am, who knows. What do you think, better than Fruity Pebbles?” 
 
    “God, fuck. Please let it be the truth. I’ll pay a million bucks.” 
 
    I laughed, rimming his length, my fingers unable to meet. Wow. Such a big boy was pretty Grayson. No wonder I had trouble walking the morning after a good fucking. And with a slow tug I let my fingers roll up the veins and ridges to hear his stuttered breath leave his lungs.  
 
    “That’s not enough.”  
 
    “Shoes. All the shoes you want, India, fuck. I need you to suck my dick right now.” 
 
    I laughed at his desperate croak as I nuzzled his groin. 
 
    A short lick to the tip. Another tug. He panted and groaned.  
 
    God, this felt good, having power over him. This confident man brought to a pile of pleading for me to suck on him.  
 
    Not to mention my own lust swirling through my lower belly. 
 
    All lust roads led to Gray.  
 
    “How many shoes?” A touch. A suck. A lick. I settled over his legs to torture him.  
 
    “Yes. Yes, fuck. All of them, please give me the suck, baby-girl.” He gave me reward when he blinded me in one of his smiles, and he touched his thumb to the corner of my lip. “Whatever you want. But now it’s time to put this sweet mouth on my dick and show me how fucking mean you can be.” 
 
    Dirty boy.  
 
    I was desperate to give him pleasure, to get him in my mouth and taste.  
 
    No one could ever say India Rivera didn’t excel at anything I put my mind to.  
 
    Seven minutes and Gray was toast.  
 
    I’d done that to him. 
 
    I’d eviscerated this man until he was nothing short of a swearing, pulsing man with his cock riding into my throat. He’d let me lead, even though I got the impression he wanted to fuck my face as hard as he could to chase his pleasure dragon.  
 
    He pulled me down over his chest, tangled fingers in my hair and breathed against my neck. 
 
    God, I loved this part of sex with him. The wreckage aftermath when we were both soft and recovering.  
 
    “You curse a lot when you get head.”  
 
    Unrepentant he flashed me one of his Gray smiles. He was touching emotional levels I didn’t know I had.  
 
    “It was all I had left, you sucked the words out of me.”  
 
    Watching him orgasm had me itchy. My own barely took the edge off and I bit down into my lower lip, trying to force my hormones to shut their howling for four more days.  
 
    Gray saw this and freed my lip with a roll of his thumb.  
 
    “I want to fuck you so badly,” I whined into his shoulder, undulating my crotch again his upper thigh.  
 
    It had to be because of Gray, I thought. No other guy would have me this way while my insides were having a war with itself by throwing axes at my uterus. I’ve never even liked being touched when I have my period. But here I was; hot, and steamy and climbing out of my skin. 
 
    Gray, took my face in his hand, kissed the tip of my nose, then another on my lips. “Do you trust me?” 
 
    “Yeah, why?”  
 
    He threw back the sheets, climbed out of bed and swept me into his arms before I could say a word.  
 
    In the bathroom he flipped on a light to a moody dim. Next, with me still in his arms, he strode across the tiled floor and hit a switch to power the rain showerhead. Steam filled the stall in seconds. 
 
    “What are we doing?” Amused, my arms latched around his neck. 
 
    “My girl wants to fuck me.” 
 
    Jesus god. Look, I might have had a second’s hesitation. But then my body took the wheel and began to hum as Gray dropped me to my feet and peeled me out of my shorts and vest top. “Nice underwear...”  
 
    “I knew you’d like my danger pants, you freak.” Watching as he tugged them down my legs I stepped out on auto pilot, my heart sped up when he guided me to the shower.  
 
    His eyes were dark, heavy and primal.  
 
    I was so achy all over for him that when he leaned down to kiss me I was ready to devour him with my tongue, lips and teeth. Moaning his name when he slanted his head for a deeper dive as water fell over us both. I was so into kissing Gray I didn’t feel his hand move between my legs or his fingers reach for the piece of string.  
 
    I wanted him badly and he gave me everything I needed. 
 
    It was some of the hottest shower sex I’d ever had. Gray took me to places I’d never been before. I felt like I needed to tweet or Facebook post all about it.  
 
    With Gray screwing me from behind, my hands locked on the wall and his hands gripping my hips, it was mind-blowing, and we’d had some pretty-amazing sex up to that point.  
 
    He shielded me from most of the water as it dropped down over his face giving me one hard shove. My panting as hot as the steamy mist gathering between us. A claiming thrust as his grunt of pleasure ricocheted low in my abdomen.  
 
    It might have been the best sex of my life.  
 
    Because for once I just let go.  
 
    I let Gray lead me where I needed to go.  
 
    He wasn’t disgusted in what my body was doing. He was as into me as I was with him. And when he came seconds after me, thrusting as hard as he could until I felt splintered apart by pleasure in my womb, his chest plastered wetly to my back, he kissed the underside of my ear and murmured my name in a tone I’d never heard from anyone before. 
 
    It was reverence and longing.  
 
    Lust coated, dark and carnal. I loved his eyes in their smoky state of slate, when he was preoccupied in drilling me to the tile. Even as I came down off my orgasm a new wave of want came over me.  
 
    I had butterflies in my belly and my heart was doing some weird as fuck thumping. 
 
    Three orgasms later and I’d won the war against both my hormones and my raging womb.  
 
    Flipping the lamp off at the side of the bed, he didn’t wait for me to curl back up with him, instead Gray pulled me across and got me half laid on his chest with my leg over his before he settled himself against the wall of pillows I’d added just this week as part of my Redecorate Ellison mission.  
 
    A beat of darkened silence, just when I thought he might be asleep I said. “I’m glad you were there today, Gray.”  
 
    “Always, baby.” 
 
    Two words. Two earnest words and my heart exploded. 
 
    We’d become serious so fast. 
 
    I didn’t know if it was something I was prepared for.  
 
    But he was changing my life. And I felt invigorated.  
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    For a girl who had once lived for Manhattan’s nightclub scene in the not so distant past—we’re talking two months, tops. I’d settled into the domesticity way of living with a guy that following week like a duck took to water. 
 
     Organizing Gray’s apartment became a full-time hobby and I loved it.  
 
    I didn’t think Joe was having as much fun, not when I sent him all over the city to pick up packages for me.  
 
    But casualties of war and all that, and sadly, Gray’s driver was mine. I’d needed those pillows from Nordstrom’s.  
 
    On his way by me in the closet Gray dropped a kiss to the back of my neck. We were about to part for the day, him for work, and me to live the life of a sugar baby, what did sugar babies do all day anyway?  
 
    I’m kidding. I was taking mom to her health care check-up and interviewing for a job in lower Manhattan at a law firm and viewing a couple of apartments nearer to mom. “We have an invitation to a private wine tasting, if you’re interested in going this weekend.” 
 
    I stopped fluffing my hair. It wasn’t cooperating, and I was tired of messing with it. I left it hang around my chin, tucking one side behind my ear before I perked. “You had me at wine—wait. Is it one of those fancy schmancy places where we have to spit the wine out? Because, I’ll tell you now, Grayson, I was not raised that way.” 
 
    He snorted, with his strong chiseled jaw aimed toward me as he knotted a tie at his neck and took two steps in my direction before cupping my cheeks, a kiss soon followed to leave my lips tingly. “I find you utterly fucking addictive, do you know that?” 
 
    Oh. 
 
    Wow. 
 
    In all my dating years no one—absolutely no one had declared I was addictive. 
 
    And my internal ovens all burned hotter, heart skipping a tiny beat.  
 
    “I didn’t know that, thank you for telling me, feel free to say it again.” I told him as he swept down to obviously take my mouth and my mouth parted ready.  
 
    So ready I wanted to suck on his full lower lip only twenty-three hours of the day. But I ducked my head back, he groaned frustrated. “But, to clarify, we’re not spitting the wine out, right?” 
 
    Gray laughed, resting his forehead to my shoulder. I let my fingers rake through over scalp because I found when I did he emitted a sexy rumbling sound.   
 
    From nape to crown I moved my hand. 
 
    “Grayson! The wine?” 
 
    “Yes, you unromantic, woman. You can guzzle every damn bottle of wine we see. Happy?” He lifted, showing me his half-grin. 
 
     “Very.”  
 
    “We should stay home.” The low-toned suggestion came by Gray pinning me to the closet wall with his hips, his head cranked down to graze lips over my forehead, my nose, my cheek.  
 
    I looked from the tips of his hair down to his impeccable pink tie with the white shirt and his bubble-butt dark gray pants. A shot of lust attacked my belly. “You’re dressed for power, rock star. Didn’t you say you needed to be at the office today?” 
 
    The hell was I saying? Stay home. Bounce on him all day.  
 
    The addiction to Gray was getting out of hand when I ached to be with him 24-7. I could honestly say I’d never had a better few weeks being part of a couple. We were together so much and each minute in Gray’s company, whether ribbing each other, having long conversations, cooking, walking around the city, going on dates or just watching TV, I was filled with a sense of rightness between us.   
 
    “And you took two days off already this week.” 
 
    “And I’ll have two more. Now take off your clothes.” He commanded in that tone that had me wet and ready. 
 
    He was a straight shot of crack to my brain where nothing else mattered, only the breaths he took and the desire in his eyes.  
 
    I craved his company, his smile, his voice, his body, and his piercing attention.  
 
    Trust his cell phone to begin chiming at the same moment.  
 
    I didn’t appreciate any cockblocking. Especially Gray’s cock.  
 
    We both grumbled as he fished out his phone, keeping me pinned right there with a hand around my nape. He stroked with his thumb while I fixed on a pair of earrings.  
 
    “Work trouble?” I asked after listening to his side of the clipped conversation, feeling sorry for whoever was on the other end getting a tongue lashing for their inept performance. He sighed and sat on the long-padded bench in the middle of the closet to pull on his shoes. “The shipment from Dubai hasn’t arrived and the longer it delays the more money I’m leaking out.” 
 
    I mock gasped. “Not the shoes! They’ll be so scared lost somewhere, Gray. You have to find the babies.”  
 
    It wasn’t only amused lust I saw cross his features. I didn’t dig for the answer, not when he rose impossibly tall and lovely, strode over to me with his smirk intact before he kissed me. “Fucking addicted to you, India. Make sure you miss me today. What do you have going on?” 
 
    I told him my plans. 
 
    His forehead puckered, cloudy gray eyes looked down at me and he stopped me from exiting the closet with his arm across the doorway. 
 
    “You want to go and view shitty apartments?” 
 
    Why did his voice sound like grit? I looked up. “Well. Yeah, but I’m hoping they’re not shitty. I can’t stay at Hotel Ellison forever, Grayson.” 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    I blinked and felt one giant thump of my heart against the inside of my ribs. “Why not?” 
 
    “Why can’t you stay here forever? I want you to.” 
 
    My tongue glued to the roof of my mouth. “Because this arrangement was temporary.” 
 
    “Only you thought that, India.”  
 
    I mean I think I knew on some logical level that he had something permanent in mind when he was so eager for me to move in. How could I not when he’d shown zero signs of wanting me to look for other accommodation. “My girlfriend decorates and throws pinks everywhere—” 
 
    “It’s a hint of blush! Don’t exaggerate, Grayson. There’s more whites and gray.” I huffed, insulted. I loved his new decor. I’d been able to do most every room now and it finally looked homely. Even mister Sugar D approved each day he came home to see something new in the apartment. He always got that look on his face like he was so fucking pleased I was making it a home. I still had a twinge of guilt for how wild I went with his credit card.  
 
    “And now you want to move?” 
 
    Hold up. Back the truck up. Hit pause.  
 
    What had he said there? Slow-blink. “I’m your girlfriend?”  
 
    The slowest smile crept onto his rugged face. Gray eyes twinkling. “You like that?” 
 
    My smile gave me away. Stupid smile.  
 
    I lifted a shoulder. Pretended to fuss with my jumpsuit belt. “Ehh…” 
 
    Deft fingers poked me in my ribs making me burst out laughing involuntarily. “Beautiful liar. No shitty apartment viewings. Walk me to the door, I need a good kiss, India, to deal with this day.”  
 
    I sent my boyfriend? My man? My live-in-lover? I’d decide later which term I wanted to call him by—off with a hot kiss, hot enough he’d be hard all day long.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    ~*~*~  
 
      
 
      
 
    GRAY 
 
      
 
    I never gave much of a thought to our age difference.  
 
    Not when my little mean-girl danced her socks off a few nights ago at a gig my boys and I did at a jazz club down town.  
 
    Never thought of how young India was when she seemed enamored with her social media accounts I just didn’t understand the appeal, even when she made me take countless selfie ‘retakes’ with her. My marketing team handled everything social for my company, though the way my girl conducted hers I was thinking of hiring her, no joke. She was amazing at capturing the essence of anything. The pictures she’d taken at the gig generated a lot of hits and interest for future shows.  
 
    So, her age never once crept into my mind as a worry.  
 
    Not until I walked through the door that night, her familiar scent and all the candles she liked to burn greeting me like a warm caress through my chest.  
 
    Fuck, I loved having her here.  
 
    Knowing she was going to be in our bed tonight and all the other nights if I had anything to do with it. That bullshit this morning almost gave me a stroke. Sheer panic strangled my voice box when I tried to reason with her that this was her home now, for as long as she wanted, and I wanted that to be a fucking life time. 
 
    Off and on all day when I should have been dealing with getting my stock into the country I was thinking more on that situation. I assumed she knew how I felt. What she was to me, what I wanted us to be. My girl was still under the impression I was a good citizen doing an altruistic favor. It couldn’t be further from the selfish truth. I’d do anything, say anything, to keep India with me. She’d been happier the last couple of weeks, that meant something. There was something special between us even if it wasn’t put into words. 
 
    Maybe I needed to give her the words.  
 
    Fear of losing her rode me hard.  
 
     Exhausted from dealing with the colossal import fuck up for six solid hours today, unaware for a few seconds of the surprise awaiting me. Tossing keys and wallet and cell phone as usual onto the hallway table, so I could walk through to the living room where I hoped she would be.  
 
    We’d messaged off and on most of the day. She’d had a time of it with her mom at therapy, and I wanted to make sure the rest of the evening was relaxing for her. We’d watch a movie, go out to dinner if she wanted or just have her favorite cereal in front of the tv.  
 
    My heart jerked excited inside my rib cage like I was a teenager again with my first crush. Could you blame me? I hadn’t seen my girl since this morning. Ten whole hours of neglect.  
 
    Shower, food, bed.  
 
    I’d been planning it for the last half of the day much to my cock’s discomfort crammed against my belt demanding to see the wet and the right of his girl. 
 
    I never thought about the difference in ages until I came to a staggering halt in the middle of the doorway and saw the most beautiful sight I’d ever fucking seen. 
 
    My first thought; she’s trying to kill her old man. 
 
    My second; yep, India is going to kill me right here. 
 
    My heart thumped hard.  
 
    My India, the girl who was fast owning my heart, perched on the edge of the glass dining table, her beautiful back arched in that way my fingers itched to curl around the dip where she was softest at the base of her spine. Her legs open, spread wide and her toes balanced like a ballet dancer on two dining chairs with such invite my mouth dried. 
 
    Did I mention my mean-girl was naked? Oh yeah.  
 
    Fuck. I was old and weak when all my thoughts—as she intended them to be by presenting herself like a delicate buffet—were indecent.  
 
    Her short, choppy hair in a sexy disarray around her oval face as if she’d been fucking all day and just rolled out of bed. Her lips full and pouty like she’d been biting on them and suddenly I felt a pinch of jealousy.  
 
    I should be the one to bite her, to make her sore. 
 
    I was the one who made her sore then kissed it better.  
 
    I didn’t know how my feet moved but I got those fuckers moving.  
 
    She smiled as I approached. I saw her belly fluttering. Tits rising and falling. Two perfect mounds and her nipples... Christ. Hard, perfect, blush pebbles. 
 
    This was going to stop my old heart. 
 
    Just let me have her first.  
 
    Just give me her taste in my mouth then I could die a happy man. 
 
    “You made dinner, baby-girl.” I rasped, hands bunched in my pants pocket and got my first up close look at her delicious pink slit she had on display for me. 
 
    All fucking mine. 
 
    Her lower bare lips, pouty and wet were mine.  
 
    I lost my breath taking her in.  
 
    If the epitome of perfection had a name, then it was India Rivera. I loved the freckle by her mouth. I loved the twitch of her smile that reached her sparkling eyes. So mischievous. I adored her wicked nature. 
 
    Whether I’d said it or not she should know she held me by the heart.  
 
    India was everything a man could want.  
 
    Her worth was priceless, and she made my emotions explode.  
 
    As I peeled back her layers it was like discovering new levels to India.  
 
    Each one I became more enamored with.  
 
    Calling her my girlfriend was weak in comparison to how I felt. A surge of happiness rushed right through me the closer I got to the table and my welcoming girl.  
 
    Being greeted like this every day?  
 
    Not sure I could take it, but I’d risk it for her smile.  
 
    Imagining her not being here one day left a bitter taste in my mouth. One I couldn’t focus on, not because I have my girl naked in front of me and she’s as enticing as the sun. But there’s no part of my life now, not a crevice or corner of it that didn’t belong to India.  
 
    She’d fit into my life so effortlessly like she’d always been there. Now getting me stuffed into her life … that’s been the challenge.  
 
    She didn’t grasp the depth of my feelings yet.  
 
    I leaned down and tapped her lips.  
 
    “I thought you might be hungry after a long day.” 
 
    “Ravenous,” wasn’t that the truth.  
 
    She had my mouth watering to lay her out and fuck her with everything I had. I had to touch her. My fingers spanned the upper part of her torso, right under her boobs. God, she was warm. Inviting. Mine.  
 
    She was already unbuttoning my shirt as I pulled her closer to the edge, fit myself in between her legs and took a second kiss. “My girl is so thoughtful.” Neck kiss.  
 
    “Time to eat, sugar D.” That fucking name had hot thunderbolts charging through me. There was no real reason to love it other than it tapped into my cavemen side of myself wanting to give her everything.  
 
    Provide and protect.  
 
    She called me that name and I got hard real fast. 
 
    She often said it right before she drifted off to sleep.  
 
    When we’d slaked the days hardships out on each other’s bodies and she was soft and snuggly, and as now, my heart beat staccato to possess every inch of India and make her mine.  
 
    I took my seat she’d set in place. She wanted my mouth eating her pussy. My fucking pleasure. Her legs smelling of cocoa butter opened wider and my dick thumped in my pants.  
 
    My smart girl was either psychic or she knew I would want to be free of my confines when her slender fingers slid between us, a smile played on her face, her eyes boring into mine as she unbuttoned and left my pants open. “That’s better.” She grinned.  
 
    “Do I sound like a fucking barbarian by saying this is how I want to come home to you every night?” Already my fingers danced along the puffy outer lips between her legs. “To see you like this, India. Wet and plump, waiting for my mouth to eat this pussy. Are you aching, baby-girl? How many licks will it take to make it better?” 
 
    “A thousand,” she husked, locking her fingers in and out of my hair. 
 
    God, her touch was dynamite.  
 
    “Let’s start at a thousand and go from there.” I wanted her taste in my throat.  
 
    Ached for it.  
 
    A delicate look of curiosity stained her cheeks as I looked up while kissing her inner thighs and then she asked. “Want me?” 
 
    “Want?” My voice strangled. “What I feel for you is long past want, India. It’s somewhere around desperation. Now, open your legs wider and let me see what you made for my dinner then I promise to give you my cock anywhere you want it.” 
 
    My mean girl smirked pleased.  
 
    When she nodded her head. Biting down on her naked lip, a fast cross of uncertain vulnerability in her eyes. I wondered had anyone ever reassured her she was more than enough? She was perfectly imperfect just the way she was, and she never needed to conceal her true feelings for fear of being let down.  
 
    I had a sourness in my gut that she hadn’t. 
 
    It was my job to fix her self-confidence.  
 
    Mine. 
 
    Just like India was all mine  
 
    Every stubborn mean-girl inch of her.  
 
    “You are perfect.” Kiss. “Amazing.” Lick. “I’m so lucky you exist in the world. So, fucking lucky to have a woman who turns me inside out.”  
 
    She shuddered so I retraced that line again with my tongue, her taste flooded into my mouth and it would only be seconds before I fixed my mouth over the whole of her pussy and gulped her down.  
 
    I was so fucking hungry to hear her screaming.  
 
    My fingers tingled until I drew over her bare chest, coaxing her nipples into hardened stones.  
 
    The blood in my groin pounded. 
 
    So many options in front of me.  
 
    Lick her into screaming. I knew how she liked it, how hard and soft to go to drag my girl into a body trembling come.  
 
    Fuck her right here, with her slim legs tied around my waist, eat at her tongue when I pounded her.  
 
    Flip her around, hold her down, redden her ass a little. She liked that, we discovered. Small taps of my palms and she flooded my hand with her juices.  
 
    Christ. This woman brought out every primal hormone suppressed by society and my upbringing. I wanted to own and dominate. Love and adore.  
 
    “I saw you,” I told her, dragging my mouth in a wet line across her shuddering belly.  
 
    “When? Oh, god, Gray. Do that again.”  
 
    I complied instantly. My mouth was her string. I licked a trail down her bare pussy. I watched her shave it last night and nearly had a heart attack the lust was so big. She wasn’t even done cleaning off the soap when I attacked her, just ripped down my sweat pants and fucked my girl over the sink with her moaning and telling me she hadn’t moisturized yet.  
 
    I gave her enough moisture to last a week.  
 
    I went right on sucking her outer lips until she soaked my tongue.  
 
    “That day at the café. I wasn’t meant to stop for lunch. I was only walking by.” I confessed. Come to think of it, that wasn’t even the route I took each day back to my office building. Not sure why I deviated, or to even walk instead of taking the car. “I saw you through the window. The café was full, and I only saw you, India.” 
 
    Kissing her mound, she buckled and pulled at my hair, though I heard her gasp at my confession. “You see? This wasn’t something random with us, baby-girl.” Caressing her thighs, was both affection and something darker with my hunger clawing at my insides.  
 
    She was everything, couldn’t she see that? We met for a reason.  
 
    She was the other half of me.  
 
    And I hoped like hell she felt the same way.  
 
    Or I was buying rope and a basement until she felt the same way.  
 
    “Grayson,” her voice wobbled and a flash of a second I recognized she was about to close off from me.  
 
    I reared up to my feet, took her face in my two hands. Her hazel eyes searching mine for the truth. “You and I aren’t casual, baby. We were serious the second we locked eyes. You are the reason I’ve strived so hard my whole life. To get me to that very moment on a day nothing was going right, so I took a walk and I saw the most beautiful, vivacious blond pixie laughing through a pane of glass and she knocked me over with both her sassy, flirtatious tongue and the way her gaze delved deep into me like she’d been expecting me all along.”  
 
    How was that for honest? 
 
    “I was waiting for you too.” I told her seriously.  
 
    For a woman who kept most everything locked inside an emotional vault it was difficult to guess to what she was thinking and how she’d react. My thumb traced her brow, down along her cheek, along the lips I craved. 
 
    As I descended my head she pushed at my chest. At first, I thought it was her little game, she liked me to chase her, to even pin her under me so I grinned and advanced again.  
 
    Only. 
 
    “Stop, Gray.” 
 
    I stopped.  
 
    “Let me down.”  
 
    “Sweetheart?” Confusion tugged deep in my belly, but the swirl of panic on her face soon filled in my blanks. 
 
    Not fucking happening.  
 
    I put my hands around her waist. 
 
    India was breathing in sharp bursts. 
 
    Something I’d said had put her in panic mode.  
 
    “Breathe, baby. It’s okay.” 
 
    “Let me down, Gray!” This time I let her shove me a step back, so she could hop down from the table and grab her discarded robe, her quick motions to jerk it on her arms meant it took her a second or two to achieve full coverage. 
 
    What the fuck just happened?  
 
    That deteriorated so fucking fast it made my head spin.  
 
     Frustration stung my nose. 
 
    I stepped in her way, using my height to stop her from leaving.  
 
    “What’s happening, India? I told you I cared. I didn’t propose.” 
 
    So, that was a shit thing to say, I realized a second too late when her hazel eyes fired off shots. I tried to hold her upper arms and she pulled away from me.   
 
    “I know you’re not afraid of me. You’re the most fearless woman I’ve ever met.” I let my thumb stroke over her hammering pulse and she gave that half moan half cry again from the back of her throat. “Maybe you’re afraid of what I make you feel, hm?”  
 
    More shots fired as her eyes sprang open, her irises masked by vivid green now, this time she did push me aside and I sighed, a tick working my jaw.  
 
    I couldn’t get angry.  
 
    Yet I felt it busting open my fucking lines of patience.  
 
    Down low, between my legs where I was still erect, blood pulsed hot and hard, demanding I use sex to take power from her hands. I knew how much India loved me using force to hold her down, to make her come before she’s ready to. It’s when she’s at her sweetest when I’ve wrung her dry and left her pliable to emotions.  
 
    I could do it. My fucking veins throbbed to do it. Push her face into the couch, fuck my fingers up into her soaked pussy from behind and demand she talk me through this sudden one-eighty turn from naked dinner to her shutting me out. 
 
    She’d turned me into one exposed throbbing nerve and right then as I watched her switch on lamps, her ass twitching under the thin cotton as it rode up her exposed thighs and avoided my eyes … my touch, I wanted to drown her in my fucking need. Make her see there was nothing to fear in how I made her feel.  
 
    She was everything of all and it gaped open a wound inside me to realize she couldn’t see it.  
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    “Talk to me, India.” His voice stroked through me in that way I imagine how crocodiles are hypnotized in those cruel animal shows you see on vacation. Like he’s running a stick over my sensitive points I froze for a second, my back to Gray and all I could think about was rewinding time and flinging myself at his arms. 
 
    He cared for me. 
 
    Really, fucking cared from the beginning. His confession spiked me in the heart. The heart I’m doing a piss-poor job of protecting from all kinds of feelings, especially the ones Gray was throwing at me.  
 
    Girlfriend. 
 
    Serious. 
 
    It’s not much of a surprise and still I’m in the middle of the living room with my lungs on fire and my anxiety knocking on the door with a funnel cake and a bottle of wine.  
 
    I swore, didn’t I? Not to care for anyone like this. This deeply. This fast. But I’m in so much emotional quick sand with Gray I have a second left of air before I’m dragged under … unsure what to do.  
 
    If I care for him … and then lose him? I truly think it would break me.  
 
    “I need a minute, okay?”  
 
    “At least fucking look at me. What the hell happened?” Now his voice grated, and he had a right to be angry.  
 
    I’m angry. I’m angry at myself.  
 
    But I flipped it on him, turning slowly, I let my eyes blaze even as the sight of his confused frustration filled me with a sad sort of happiness.  
 
    I didn’t want to hurt him, but I would … wouldn’t I?  
 
    Eventually.  
 
    I felt like a kid most days playing house.  
 
    Though I’ve loved our time together, it’s taken him telling me I’m his reason for life and I’m in a salmon net, hesitant with this fear of giving myself permission to fall into the unknown.  
 
    Maybe I should expediate the inevitable so if he’s angry he’d kick me out.  
 
    Simple enough, right? Then why was my heart hurting?  
 
    Why did I want to crawl into his lap and tell him I couldn’t help my stupid brain from reacting? And please be patience with me while I tried to catch up to his level of emotional maturity.  
 
    “God, Gray. Will you give me a minute by myself without you in it.” My brain rolled out a punch of steam and not in any good kind of way that got my adrenalin revving like a Camaro engine.  
 
    I was confused chaos.  
 
    He was cool as ice. “And why is that?” 
 
    “Because you’re too much and you make me insane and I need…” 
 
    “You don’t need to be sane, baby-girl, not with me, but I’ll give you the space you need,” he kissed the side of my neck. “Don’t take too long, I miss you already.” 
 
    Fuck, that man tied me into a pretzel shaped knot.  
 
    It was about the most terrifying realization of my life.  
 
    I deflated like a balloon.  
 
    My control was whisper thin. I wanted to care … really care for Gray and yet I held back. I could have told him how my heart jumped out of my chest that first day seeing him. How I longed to crawl over the table and have him hold me because it felt like the right thing somehow to give this gorgeous stranger my everything I’d been hiding away for years.  
 
    How is it I could meet someone in a café one day, and continually have it change the course of my miserable life day by day?  
 
    Any other guy would have kicked my ass out for pulling that on them.  
 
    But then, Gray was no ordinary guy. 
 
    I trusted him implacably. It was myself I didn’t trust.  
 
    Isn’t trust half the battle of caring? … I couldn’t say the L word yet, couldn’t think it, but that’s what I meant. 
 
    Taking the space I needed, I left him there.  
 
    I turned to the one person who sounded surprised to hear from me.  
 
    It wasn’t my best friend. 
 
    “Ma?” 
 
    “Sweetie? This is a surprise. Is everything okay?” 
 
    This was a first because I never dumped my troubles on her. 
 
     I would have called Sena usually, she was my go-to person and I realized lately why her, and I were such good friends. It was because she left me alone. She wasn’t clingy or demanding of my time. We could go weeks and not see each other then pick up right where we left off. 
 
    Not sure really if that was a good or bad thing. That she sensed how emotionally closed off I was and didn’t pressure me to give more than I could afford. I wondered if it made me a shitty friend? She’d accepted me for me and never called me on it, when I suspected I wasn’t such a good of a friend to her as she’d needed in the past.  
 
    “Yeah. Kinda. No.” I admitted. “Do you have a minute?”  
 
    “All the minutes you need.” 
 
    I was sure my brain had restless leg syndrome. It never stopped giving me shit. And then if the crushing inside my chest joined in it became a fucking party inside my body. 
 
    “I have …boy trouble.” 
 
    “Oh. Sweetie.” She sounded happy to hear it and I looked at my cell phone screen making sure I’d called the correct number.  
 
    And no wonder she showed surprise.  
 
    I’d never taken boys home to meet her. 
 
    Only Gray. 
 
    “Is it Gray? He’s such a good man, India. I really like him.” 
 
    Yeah, me too, ma. That’s the problem.  
 
    “I think I overreacted.” 
 
    I told her the whole thing. Minus the almost-sex on the dining room table.  
 
    “Me and your father have really screwed you up, haven’t we?” 
 
    “Ma, it’s not—” No rebuttal came because it was true in a sense. But being a grown up meant I chose what I let affect me and how I allowed it to shape my life. No one made me close off like I was damaged goods. That was all on me. And I was only just realizing how badly I’d become with my emotional blockade.  
 
    I was sitting on the closet floor under the row of Gray’s Tom Ford suits if I needed more proof on how extra I’d become.  
 
    While an amazing guy was out there probably thinking I was nuts and wondering how to get rid of me.  
 
    “Nothing is unsolvable, sweetie, if you talk it through. Gray is a reasonable man, and if you mean what you say that you care for him, then tell him your fears.” 
 
    Trust mom to be logical now… I hmphed and got to my feet.  
 
    “Can I confess something? Your man came to see me several days ago.” 
 
    What? This was the first I was hearing of it.  
 
    “To the house?” 
 
    “Yes. I was in the middle of … well, you know how my days are, sweetie. Feeling sorry for myself as per usual. And there he was at my door, large as life wearing sunglasses and smiling holding a sack of baked goods from that bakery we love and a bunch of white tulips. We had a nice long talk. He cares deeply for you, sweetie. Trust in that, trust him with your fears. He wanted to know everything about you and was so thrilled with my stories. He offered any help that I might need, and he didn’t appear to judge that you have a mom who has been less than for years.” 
 
    God. That’s just like Gray. My heart cinched in my chest until I felt suffocated in intense feelings.  
 
    “Ma. I love you, you know that, right?” 
 
    “Oh, sweetie. I know it. I love you, too. And I’m going to try to get myself better again. So, I can be in my girl’s life. I miss you. I know I don’t say it, and I’m so grateful for the woman you are and will be. You can have love in your life, sweetie. Don’t let my mistakes with your father ruin a good thing, thank god I divorced him because that man didn’t deserve either of us.” 
 
    Mom was throwing out all the surprises tonight. “Wait, what? You divorced dad? I always thought it was him. So, you mean you’re not waiting for him to come back?”  
 
    “I can see why you’d think that. But no, sweetie. I wouldn’t have that man back if he came gift wrapped from Chanel. He left us when we needed him because he was spineless. I knew where he was. That was wrong of me never to tell you, but I didn’t think he merited someone as bright as you in his life if he wasn’t going to make the effort first. I divorced his ass and I don’t regret it.” 
 
    Wow.  
 
    The lesson here, kids, was communication.  
 
    “I love you, ma.” I told her again.  
 
    “Same. Now go and make it up with your man. I think I’ll go and brew a coffee like your nana used to make with a dash of cinnamon and invite Sasha over to eat the last of the lemon squares your Gray brought.” 
 
    My Gray.  
 
    I sighed as clarity returned like a long-lost friend.  
 
    Settled. 
 
    Calm. 
 
    And in the moment.  
 
    I ambled out of the closet, through the bedroom, dropping my phone onto the dresser before I exited into the hallway to hear … nothing. Was he even still here? 
 
     I get on my own damn nerves sometimes.  
 
    I freaked out on my guy for the silliest reason, if he threw my ass out into the rain I’d probably deserve it.  
 
    There’s never any logic to an anxiety meltdown. Only, I wished the clarity came with less fucking mortification.  
 
    Gray was the most patient, kind and generous man I’d ever met.  
 
    He’s sweetness itself.  
 
    I’m surprised I didn’t have a mouthful of cavities.  
 
    And he set my heart on fire.  
 
    The man was a fucking saint to put up with me.  
 
    Seriously, I’m an annoying, hard hearted, difficult woman to deal with. 
 
    Either a saint…  
 
    My heart went ballistic beneath my breastbone, but I didn’t allow my anxious nerves to deny the words I was thinking. 
 
    Or he was crazy in love with me. 
 
      
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    GRAY 
 
      
 
      
 
    Blunt nails dug into my hands. 
 
    There was no point in pacing. She’d walked by me into the bedroom like she didn’t even see me.  
 
    So, I waited. And didn’t do what my head was screaming to do and that was hunt her down.  
 
    The pain permitted my lust to recede a tiny portion—enough so that I could breathe logical sense and I didn’t throw the glass coffee table out of the way and attack her down to the floor like I wanted to.  
 
    My blood heated to a boiling point so fast I was almost exhaling steam. Every muscle in my body screamed to gather her up against my chest so my arms would be happy holding her, push my mouth against her ear and list the potential consequences of her actions. 
 
    I’ve never been a man given to dominating women, although being the aggressor was a given.  
 
    It’s in my DNA to lead.  
 
    My fantasies of her changed shape, texture. They were indecent and dirty before, but now I’m . . . consumed in her and frustrated by her kicking me aside and locking me out. The hunger brought those fantasies to life also forced me to step back, she’s hurting clearly. I’d even say grieving in some form and guarding her heart against attachment, which was both understandable and annoying because we lived together, and she hadn’t put two and two together and realized we were serious and here for everything, good or bad.   
 
    Sitting on one of the island stools, my shirt rebuttoned, hands dangling at my side.  
 
    Brooding.  
 
    That’s when I caught the pad of her quiet feet. 
 
    She hovered in the doorway.  
 
    The way India let go of an exhale all the way across in the living room was ample enough clue that whatever panic had set in thirty minutes ago finally passed.  
 
    I watched her in the same way a lion watched a gazelle.  
 
    A palpable love beating inside my chest.  
 
    She’s compelling, and I’m inexplicably drawn to that woman.  
 
    So much so I get unsettled being away from her for too long.  
 
    It’s humbling and intoxicating all at once to see her return to me one breath at a time.  
 
    “Are you mad at me?” She asked, leaning in the door arch. Hesitant to approach. Her smoke-dripped voice latched my heart and squeezed tight.  
 
    She couldn’t see my devotion to her yet.  
 
    What could I say? Yeah, I was pissed to a certain degree, but that’s the selfish motherfucker side to me, that man who wanted everything the moment I laid eyes on her. It doesn’t work that way for India and I understood that now.  
 
    Emotions were her kryptonite.  
 
    But she’s here. We live together.  
 
    We have the best fucking time, so for now, that’s enough.  
 
    She didn’t smile when I angled my head and turned my eyes on her.  
 
    Still wearing the robe, she’d piled her hair on top of her head, making her look younger than her nearly twenty-seven years.  
 
    Her birthday was coming up soon. I had plans for us. Correction; I have plans.  
 
    “Come here, sweetheart. Until our bodies are touching.” 
 
    One shuffle of her feet and she stopped, an impish smile of stubbornness followed when she sensed I wasn’t mad at her and if she could also guess how fucking desperate I was to get my hands on her then she was using it against me. Tormenting the bull with a red flag. 
 
    My headstrong girl.   
 
    “Do you want me to come and get you? I will, India. Then you’ll see what happens when a desperate man gets his hands on a body like yours. When I touch that kind of heaven there’s gonna be no stopping my hunger dripping all over you.”  
 
    Her smile went nuclear and she had the sass back in the sway of her hips. “Pretty please, Grayson.” 
 
    “Do you recall the last time I said please, and you told me no? It doesn’t endear me to be lenient now, baby-girl.” 
 
    She huffed, and I laughed before I could stop it. 
 
    Please? She could have anything she wanted just by pointing to it, but I admit I liked her asking me. 
 
    Why was that? I was hardly dominant before her, but the kick of adrenalin in my gut that fired directly to both my heart and dick at the same time when she crawled out from behind her walls and asked me for something was more than stimulating. 
 
    It’s fucking exhilarating if we’re talking truths. 
 
    To realize I was only half awake my whole life until this strong-willed, more than tenacious woman reached out and asked me for help. 
 
    She plugged me into a current that it’s impossible to think of returning to my old life. A life I enjoyed but now I knew to be colorless without her.  
 
    I love my music. I love my work. But India… hell, she gave me fireworks and fresh cocaine in my veins and she’s every piece of dreamed happiness I could ever want.  
 
    Let her slip through my fingers? Not in this fucking lifetime.  
 
    I met her half way, keeping my hands in my pockets. 
 
    Nimble toes closed the distance as my gaze ate her up. Tracing over the circles under her eyes, the way her hair drizzled strands around her face. She looked less troubled than she had.   
 
    It was India who reached out first by sliding her arms around my waist until her fingers joined at my back.  
 
    The surprise being I hadn’t rammed my cock into her yet to teach her a fucking lesson that she is loved and wanted and cared for and she can freak out and I’m right here waiting for her to come back to me.  
 
    Stupid of me? Not this time. Love was not always the bed of roses we envision, and I didn’t want it to be perfect.  
 
    A perfect life didn’t exist.  
 
    But me and India exist and what we shared had the potential of perfect love.  
 
    I wanted flaws and cracks and a passion so bright I’m eviscerated by it.   
 
    No surprises for guessing who made me feel like that. 
 
    She’s five foot and change and giving me a moss-green expressive gaze.  
 
    “I’m sorry I ruined another night.”  
 
    “Nothing is ruined, India. You’re here. I’m here. Looks pretty-fucking-perfect to me.”  
 
    “I talked to mom. She said you stopped by. Why didn’t you tell me?”  
 
    Unable to keep my hands to myself I swiped a hair from her eyes. “Honestly? I didn’t think you’d like me going to see her. You’re a prideful woman.”  
 
    She was quiet, eyes on my chest. I tipped up her chin.  
 
    Protect. Provide. It’s there, banging inside my chest.  
 
    A musical note only I could hear.  
 
    India was every symphony I could ever want.  
 
    She’s the strum on a guitar string and the thump of a drum.  
 
    My brave girl with the twitch of her smile was the whole thing I knew I wanted from life. If happiness came with distress, I still wanted it. 
 
     If it came with her daily struggles I wanted it.  
 
    Holy fuck, this woman was the whole shebang to me, and just seeing the flecks of surprise in her eyes she still had no clue, not really.  
 
    Through agonizing times her heart became guarded over time. 
 
    I leaned down and kissed her lips. Gave her some sweet first.  
 
    She hummed going up on her toes.  
 
    I knew she wanted more.  
 
    My India loved my kiss.  
 
    She loved my fuck and she loved that I’m a slave to her wiles.  
 
    She’s beautiful even with hesitancy in her eyes and I became ... stirred. 
 
    She’s also … “Mine.” I told her and watched her eyes open. “Yeah, baby-girl. You heard me. You’re mine. And it’s time I showed you just how fucking mine you are. I missed dinner, and I’m hungry.” 
 
    The air turned thick around us. It pulsed and sang a song only we could hear. With a strategic move I took her down to the floor. Held her there with my body. 
 
    She purred and moaned, reaching for me. I pinned her arms above her head. 
 
    “Gray?” 
 
    “Yeah, baby?”  
 
    I’ve found my one. And she was sitting in a café with sadness secreted away in her heart.  
 
    I’m ready to burst out of my fucking skin to piss a circle around her, to climb mountains to stake my claim on mine. 
 
    Rearrange my whole damn molecular structure if I have to. 
 
    Because my writhing girl chanting my name when I tore her robe open to feast my eyes was about the best damn thing to ever have happened to me.  
 
    “Destroy me with your desire,” her sultry tone unleashed whatever I was holding back, and I bit her neck, her shoulder, I staked my kisses in a line between her breasts.  
 
    “Mine,” I forced her to hear.  
 
    Rough hands crawled all over her. Owning her. Giving and taking.  
 
    I licked her.  
 
    Tasted her.  
 
    Taunted her with slow, meticulous swipes of my tongue.  
 
    She was beautiful. And she was mine.  
 
    “You taste dirty,” another lick. “My girl so sweet. Are you dirty for me?”  
 
    “Yes. Yes! Gray, please.” 
 
    “Dig your nails into the floor.” I sucked her pleasure center with a madness streaking through me to turn her inside out. To have her feel even a percentage of the fucking crazy banging in my chest. “You’re about to witness real hunger…” 
 
    Her pleasure fed me.  
 
    But I needed more sugar than this.  
 
    So much more. I’d get it too. 
 
    Because I love. 
 
    And I love hard. With every breath in my body. 
 
    I loved her so fucking hard.  
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    I don’t know what I was doing that night by going out to Frost. It was one of Noah Fierro’s best nightclubs in New York. He happened to be married to my best friend and I was well known there so Miles, the bouncer, waved me through the red roped area.  
 
    Gray was working late, and I was bored of filling out job applications. Also, I might be distracting myself from meeting the parent’s tomorrow night. 
 
    It was evident even though the club was gorgeous with its strobe and laser lighting and jumping music I loved that I was over the whole nightclub scene for the sole purpose of hooking up with someone. It felt good. To sit at the bar and just enjoy myself in the moment with my drink. To know I had Gray to go home to was even better and had me smiling to myself. 
 
    Two queers not long after broke into my solitude.  
 
    I felt glamorous in my mid-thigh dress. Floaty at the bottom and fitted around my bust in summer pastels with a touch of sparkle over my boobs. I dressed to only impress myself. Other than Gray who was hard at work with shoes across town.  
 
    “I thought it was you, beautiful,” a deep whiskey-soaked voice spoke over my shoulder. I recognized the tall black man with his vivid iridescent eyes the moment I turned on my stool.  
 
    “Well, if it isn’t Tom the fucking super model, how’s it going up there on cloud celebrity?” I accepted his double cheek kiss and wandered my gaze over his lightest gray mélange cross hatch skinny jacket and matching pants with a white t-shirt underneath. Against his mocha skin and clipped hair, he looked as always effortlessly handsome enough to drive the twinks nearby wild.  
 
    It was the most casual I’d ever seen the famous model in as long as I’d known him. He was always switched on for the paparazzi.  
 
    The backstory on this guy and how I knew a runway model was a simple one. We had people in common as most friendships happened. He had a disliking for my best friend for years because Tom was getting banged by Sena’s now hubby at one point but was dropped when Noah fell for Sena—but Tom cheated before that. Resentment was a bitch when you didn’t get the love … or the good dick from the one you wanted. 
 
    He’d never said a bad word against Sena to me, I would have ripped his innards out, so for that reason I’d been on semi-acquainted terms with him for years. It was semi-civil between him and my bestie now since Tom and Noah were in the restaurant business together.  
 
    “I have no complaints. How are you, beautiful? Haven’t seen your effervescent self in months.”  
 
    No one would mistake this guy for anything other than an alpha-animal as he surveyed his surroundings with an air of both boredom and glorifying judgment. I always got the impression Tom was persistently aloof and with one eye on anything else in whatever conversation he was in. Some people had those the grass is always greener over there type of personalities.  
 
    “I haven’t been to the clubs much lately.” I shared, and only then did I notice Tom’s gaze pin somewhere behind me. His face had gone from indescribably blank to that of someone pulsing out heat and wants to fuck now pheromones.  
 
    The fire was gone in an instant. 
 
    “Here’s your overpriced gin, you snob. Shouldn’t we get a friend’s discount if your ex owns this joint? I could have bought half of a Fiat car for what I just fucking paid for that drink.” A much younger guy appeared and thrust a glass at Tom who took it, raking his gaze over the boy. 
 
    Well, this I had to see more of. I swiveled on my stool to get a better look. 
 
    And was surprised by what I saw. 
 
    The first thing I noticed was how cute the boy was. Teen romance kind of cute.  
 
    The second being, Tom the fucking super model extraordinaire was robbing the damn cradle.  
 
    I didn’t hide my grin or my raised eyebrows at mister salty.  
 
    His handsome face was on every fashion magazine in print. And I should know, before this money drought situation I bought them all monthly. He was headliner for fashion week all over the world.  
 
    He was big shit in the fashion world.  
 
    And he was hanging with a deliciously tall and much younger twink?  
 
    Sena would lap this shit up.  
 
    I wondered if I could snap off a picture of them together and not get caught? 
 
    The slim boy was over six feet with a close-clipped dark mohawk swept off to one side, piercings in both lobes and eyebrows and tattoos down both of his arms. Dressed in simple jeans, sneakers and a wifebeater. And holy shit, he was cute.  
 
    If this guy was out of his teens I’d eat my thong.  
 
    I watched Tom staring a heated warning at the guy who only turned a smile on me instead. “Hey. I’m—” 
 
    “He’s no one.” Interrupted Tom with a tone like burnt rocks. It was clear he wanted young, fresh and jailbait to shut his trap. The boy didn’t seem fazed as he grinned at Tom and rolled his pretty eyes.  
 
    Secret lovers? This was getting better.  
 
    “Hello, no one,” I laughed. “I’m India. I hope you know you need balls of steel to deal with this asshole.” 
 
    Tom appeared remote with his brow arched arrogantly.  
 
    And didn’t the younger guy laugh in a rusty baritone and flash a gorgeous grin at Tom like he didn’t give a fuck by his intimidation tactics.  
 
    “He takes asshole to the next level. Believe me, I know it.” 
 
    “Why don’t you go and dance?” 
 
    Tom and no name spoke over each other.  
 
    “When I tried it earlier you got pissy and said I was showing you up, you asshat.” Mocked no name and dared lean in to Tom’s space and snap his teeth. Tom sucked on his lower lip, his jaw ticked but there was definite desire in his dark eyes for the guy. 
 
    The look reminded me of how Gray gazed at me.  
 
    Like he wanted to eat me up and wouldn’t be needing a spoon.  
 
    I felt my belly dip and my heart registered I was missing him. It was just a few hours, but I missed the rock star.  
 
    While Tom and his very young paramour visibly fucked each other, talking in low, intimate tones I fished out my cell phone. 
 
      
 
    India: Are you done gluing shoes? I’m bored at the club. I was thinking of cereal on the couch and then dirty sex. 
 
    Sugar Daddy: Who are you at the club with? 
 
    Sugar Daddy: NVM. All I saw was dirty sex. Do you want me to come and get you? 
 
    India: Myself. I think I’m maturing. Don’t tell anyone.  
 
    Sugar Daddy: All your secrets are safe with me, sweetheart. 
 
    India: You don’t have to get me. I can grab an uber. 
 
    Sugar Daddy: I can be wherever you are in ten minutes, India. Any time you need me.  
 
      
 
    Heat pooled between my legs and I was suddenly eager to be at home. I told him where I was.  
 
      
 
    Sugar Daddy: Wait inside until I text you, not on the street.  
 
    India: Yes, Sugar Daddy  ;)  
 
    Sugar Daddy: For that, the dirty sex just got upgraded to include spanks. Your ass needs reddening from my hand.   
 
    India: Dirty old man. *excited* Come and get me. I’m waiting. 
 
    Sugar Daddy: On my way, baby. I missed the fuck out of you. I need my mean-girl.  
 
      
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
      
 
    Gray was leaning in the archway leading into the living room when I was finished cleaning off my makeup. 
 
    And he was in a mood.  
 
    The energy crackled out of his pores like a thunderstorm ready to snap the night sky.  
 
    His hooded lids masked a sea of slate looking at me as I advanced down the hall. Looking like a sexually aggressive praying mantis waiting to gobble me up, a stirring didn’t so much as start in my abdomen as it did crash land with feelings and desire burning me up.  
 
    No sooner was I near the beautiful man with his low hanging black pants and shirt unbuttoned down to the belly button showing off the happy trail I loved to kiss, he grabbed me around the waist. Startling a giggle out of me, he slammed me up against his chest and locked his lips on mine in such a frenzied kiss my brain began leaking endorphins at an alarming rate.  
 
    Unexpected waves of feeling poured out of my heart as it fell over in my chest and refused to get back up.  
 
    With the taste of the sweetest man in my mouth I didn’t want to be anywhere else but right here pinned against a very hard body.  
 
    Restraining me gloriously next to a book case, his hands slid under my dress and skimmed down my panties. 
 
    “I missed you.” He groaned, pressing starved kisses to my throat. 
 
    Excitable pixies wearing huge clogs danced in my belly. “I was only gone a few hours.” 
 
    “I fucking missed you.” Another crushing kiss. This one sent my head spinning with his skilled use of his tongue. We kissed until there was no more air and he was lifting me up by my butt cheeks, so I could easily wrap my legs around him.   
 
    His first thrust took him to the hilt in one soaked glide, my neck arched on a silent scream, pain and pleasure became one and I let go of wetness against the onslaught of his frantic movement.  
 
    Oh, god. Nothing had ever felt this good.  
 
    No one had ever been this wild to have me.  
 
    Every stroke of his hands.  
 
    Each bite of his mouth, I felt his desire rippling through his flexed, pumping body.  
 
     I felt the dramatic pounding of his heart through my chest and with each slam I fell a little more for Gray. 
 
    “Need you. Need you.” He groaned into my mouth. Lashing me with his tongue. Owning me with his body. 
 
    “Have me then, you wild, fucking bull.” I turned my head to his heavily veined arm holding up the wall, streaked my lips across his inner wrist.  
 
    As our eyes clashed he had to have felt it too.  
 
    Couldn’t only be me feeling that pulse of electricity … that awareness of something deeper than just sex.  
 
    No more thinking.  
 
    Only Gray.  
 
      
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
      
 
    Gray rumbled a teasing laugh against my inner thigh, vibrating my skin causing flickers of pleasure to travel through me. One little laugh and I’m ready to pound his face with my aching-wanting-greedy sex.  
 
     “Oh, Christ.” 
 
    “Go ahead and pray, baby-girl,” he instructed with a growl-nip combo. “I’m about to make you come all over my face.” 
 
    His words—so dirty. So perfect for me. It’s like I met not only my match but my sensei. 
 
    His first lick was wet. The way he teased open my sex with both thumbs and gazed at my vagina like he was memorizing for a test the next day had me more than ready to be wolfed down. 
 
    But Gray was never predictable, instead his tongue flicked and built me up into a blissed ball of heat starting from the middle of my belly and it flooded outwards to every nerve ending. 
 
    I had to see... I needed to watch his dark head between my legs because the way he grazed my clit in a fast tormenting format it’s like he’s auditioning to be the next porno king of the world. 
 
    Jesus. He got the job. He’s fucking hired. 
 
    My head fell back on its own accord. I couldn’t keep my brain in check, not with how good he was making me feel. 
 
    Lick. Stroke. His tongue and fingers worked in tandem, there wasn’t a part of me left untouched even for a split second.  
 
    I gathered fast. 
 
    Gray got me there in minutes and when he crawled up my body to watch me pant and shudder my way down from the ceiling he looked mighty fucking pleased with himself. 
 
    Holyyyyy fuck.  
 
    Maybe my over-thinking brain was still lagging the rest of me, but my heart had fallen in love. Every rapid beat was screaming out a concerto of Gray’s name.  
 
    “That was over before I was ready.” He said licking his lips.  
 
    My eyes stayed there on his mouth watching my own wetness disappear onto his tongue. 
 
    Laying like a limp doll, my pelvis experiencing tiny shockwaves, affected by the hand he slid around my belly, up between the valley of my breasts and around my throat. I loved the way he savored touching me. 
 
     “Give me a few minutes recovery then prepare to get the blowjob of a life time.” 
 
    He laughed, nuzzling my ear. 
 
    He was such an affectionate puppy.  
 
    I didn’t know I loved ear nuzzles until right this very second. Now I wondered how I’d done without them. 
 
    “I thought that was only guys?” 
 
    I managed to flip up an eyelid to find him watching me.  
 
    Smirking. Gorgeous. Man. 
 
    “I’ve just had the life licked out of me, Grayson, after an epic bout of wall fucking before that.” There went his smirk, like he was so damn pleased with himself for destroying my body. “Give a girl a moment to come back into her skeleton. Then blowjob.” 
 
     Eyes drifted shut again, I shimmied a little to encourage his hand to keep on going with his affectionate petting. It was both charming and addicting. And it was testament as to how far this living with a guy thing had come for me because I actively looked for his affection, craved it even.  
 
     “Epic….” A thoughtful expression shifted across his face. “I can’t wait.” He husked and drew circles around my navel.  
 
    Which I now knew was another erogenous zone.  
 
    My second wind came not even seven minutes later.  
 
    “Can I just say thank you for manscaping this groin beautifully?” Straddled over his lower legs with my hand rolling lazily up the thick root of his cock, I hummed while my other trailed through the finely clipped pubic hair surrounding the pulsing beast and down to his straining sac.  
 
    His mouth twitched, it’s clear his dirty humor shone in his eyes as he pressed his lips together. 
 
    I grinned in return, pinching the tip to make him replace his grin with a torn-out groan.  
 
    I loved the fun of sex we shared.  
 
    It’s something else Gray had given to me 
 
    My palm lazily roamed. “Go ahead and say it, I know you want to.” 
 
    A starved noise came out of him. And then. “It makes my junk look bigger.” 
 
    I huffed amusement. Nothing could make this tank look bigger than it already was. He’s so fucking cute, even as beads of perspiration gathered on his forehead and the force of his arousal nudging me. 
 
    I leaned in and kissed him, his juicy mouth beckoning me and like every kiss we’ve shared, Gray took over, lashing the roof of my mouth with his tongue. Each sweep was directly connected to the apex of my thighs and fresh wetness he hadn’t licked already gathered. 
 
    He was aroused, painfully so if the thick pipe dripping in my hand was an indication, but he never rushed me, he was content enough to watch me under hazy half-mast lids as I got him as rock hard as I could, before I engulfed him in that first, leisurely, teasing suck. 
 
    Gray’s back left the bed and when he pitched both hands through my hair the scrape of his fingers on my scalp felt like he was bringing me to life with shocks of energy. 
 
    To please him was ... extraordinary. 
 
    His head bobbed back on the pillow like it was connected to a string. The cords of his sexy neck strained tight, the vein there pulsing erratically as I glanced up to see his reactions as I fed my mouth down part way, getting accustomed to his girth, because the man was big.  
 
    Fuck big, he was almost splitting my lips at the seams. 
 
    And with every sweet suck it was inevitable I fell a little more.  
 
    His grunts became music I wanted to dance to. 
 
      
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    Rolling off Gray it was only quick thinking on my part to brace a hand to the soft padded headboard crawled half way up the wall to stop from completely falling off the bed. Every part of me sex-trembled and who could blame me when I’d just ridden one hell of an orgasm out of Gray.  
 
    Looking at him, with his eyes closed and all his body open for me to gaze at, I got a weird sloshing of pride rushing through me. 
 
    I’d done that. 
 
    I’d utterly wrecked him with pleasure and now I couldn’t feel my hipbones.  
 
    Eh, who needed bones anyway.  
 
    Gray’s fingers lightly touched me and just like that he revived me.  
 
    I pressed a kiss to his closed eyelids and slid off the bed to the bathroom.  
 
    After seeing to my bladder, I took a cloth to clean him.   
 
    He watched me from under sex-heavy lids like he had a school of secrets hidden in the dusky irises. 
 
    “You drive me crazy in the best of ways, India.” He husked. “Your energy feels like I’m in a wind tunnel 24-7 and you have me addicted to the exhilaration, I swear.”  
 
    I crawled back into the sprawling bed with the silver fan gently whirling above us and flopped onto my belly. Gray promptly scooted closer, kissed my shoulder blade and settled beside me with his fingertips running from my butt to my nape and back again. The motion lulled my eyes closed.  
 
    “I’m your India dealer,” I joked and felt his kiss skim my ear. 
 
    “I’m an India junkie.” 
 
    As distractions went for forgetting I was meeting his parents tomorrow, a marathon sex session did the trick nicely. My brain had nothing else to work with other than restoring my vagina to her factory default state.  
 
    “Mmm. I love it when you touch me.” His hands scorched around the underside of my boobs, down my back and up against my nape and I swear it was like being bathed in sun on a tropical beach. Poetic sickness, for sure, but nonetheless it’s how I felt tucked up warm with a perfect man at my back while he leisurely lulled me into a peaceful sleep. 
 
    There was no better sleep medicine for an erratic mind than Gray Ellison.  
 
    He sure was better than over the counter medicine at the pharmacy. 
 
    “You say sweet things when you are half-unconscious.” He whispered, making me undulate my ass against his groin.  
 
    Content to lie there while he stroked me, I buried my arm under the pillow, burrowed my face and murmured a hum. “It makes me think I should always fuck you into this state, baby-girl, so you give me your sweet. Because, I’m fucking addicted to those words.” 
 
    Oh, god. Suddenly my heart stalled then thumped hard. 
 
    How did he say those incredible things at the right time? 
 
    Using the opportunity Gray palmed a boob when I inhaled dipping my back in a stretch. Leaving it there he settled over my back, kissing my ear, rubbing his lips against my throat. 
 
    “Don’t go quiet on me now when I have you like this.” 
 
    Drowsy and smiling I gave in. “I didn’t know living with a guy would be so fun. I like waking up to see your face, Grayson. And hearing you in the shower and watching you shave and choosing clothes for the day. I like cuddling watching tv with you and helping to make a messy dinner.” 
 
    After each confession his arms grew tighter around me and I felt his smile pressed against my neck.  
 
    “You make it easy to forget all the bad.” 
 
    He kissed the side of my head. “You make everything more, baby-girl.”  
 
    Still boneless, it took him no effort to lift me on to his front with my legs split over his trim waist. I thought he was getting us comfortable until I felt the probing of his cock at my entrance and inch by inch he slid inside me.  
 
    I flinched around a moan. Sensitive from all the sex, my downstairs area was swollen and overused from his massive, pounding sex. “Needed to be inside you, are you okay?” He grunted, palming my butt to keep me right there. 
 
    “You want me to sleep with you inside me?”  
 
    Blink. My body heated, not from sexual longing, but the intense way he’d said it. As if it was a real issue him not being as close to me as he needed. 
 
    “Do you think you can?” 
 
    Only one way to find out.  
 
    I nuzzled Gray’s neck, inhaled his unique fragrance as I relaxed into him. “Just don’t do rude things to me while I sleep.” He hummed. “Okay, just two things.” I relented.  
 
    I wished I had more conviction in the strength of how I felt outside of our sex. This feeling now as I settled down on Gray’s body with his arms lovingly wrapped around me as he whispered inaudible things, sweet things, was as true to me as breathing and I wanted that to continue in the hours in between sex.  
 
    Because I knew one thing for sure. Gray was the best thing of all best things.  
 
    I couldn’t have wished for a better man to come into my life at the right time with the right tools to help my mind.  
 
    He gave me reasons. 
 
    And happiness.  
 
    And he’d given me himself.  
 
    I felt twelve years old when my mind whispered; It’s mine. I’m keeping it.  
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    “Grayson. If you’re taking me to a murder house I won’t be happy.”  
 
    “You’re obsessed with me being a secret serial killer, baby.” Amused, he pressed his face into my hair, kissed my ear before edging me forward. 
 
    Blindfolded, Oh, yeah, he’d done that.  
 
    I didn’t have the first idea where the hell we were.  
 
    Only that we were somewhere in New York on a clear, brisk day and Gray appeared to be unlocking a clanking metal door in front of me while I clung to his jacket pocket. 
 
    Look, he was handsome as hell. But it screamed murder house to me. 
 
    Lucky for Gray I had trust he wasn’t about to measure me for a skin suit. 
 
    Get dressed. Wear something comfortable were my only instructions an hour ago when Gray said he had somewhere in mind to take me. I hadn’t expected the kinky blindfold in the car.  
 
    “Do I get to know where we are now?” 
 
    “Patience.” 
 
    Patience? Didn’t he know me yet. I was not a patient girl. 
 
    “If I see a sex swing or it’s a public orgy I’m leaving you.” I told him. 
 
    “No, you won’t,” the smile came through his voice and wrapped its sexy sounds around me as deep as a hug, “you like me too much.” 
 
    I pft. “Don’t get cocky, mister. I like you a little, that’s it. I don’t think our sugar daddy contract included kinky blindfolds.” 
 
    A palm came to my butt and he squeezed, mouth near my ear. 
 
    “Say kinky again, and I’ll fuck you against this wall.” He warned, kissing the side of my neck and for a second … a crazy panting second, I was going to tell him yes please.  
 
    Because it was Gray. He made me crazy horny.  
 
    “But you’ll hate missing what I have for you…” and he whipped off my blindfold to showcase a giant warehouse with the sliding door pulled open. 
 
    Okay. As surprises went this was a ...  
 
    “I’m still circling back to this being a murder house.” I told him as he took my hand in his and led me inside.  
 
    Rows and rows as far as the eye could see of ceiling high, immaculate metal shelving in neat little rows, overstuffed with white boxes.  
 
    The place was enormous. At least a football field and then some.  
 
    I was still none the wiser. I assumed he was taking me to brunch or maybe to a movie before we headed to his parents later.   
 
    When Gray flipped on fluorescent lights I think my poor little heart stuttered. 
 
    Because what was revealed was shoes. 
 
    Thousands upon thousands of rows of shoes. 
 
    I’m not proud of the girlish scream that came out of my mouth when Gray’s surprise was revealed, and I looked down into the fathomless long aisles. 
 
    I hadn’t focused much on his wealth before now.  
 
    When he talked about his work it was always about making a good deal or the product itself, he never once boasted about how much he made. Gray was passionate to succeed but I always had the impression he didn’t equate success to the buck.  
 
    I knew he liked fancy things, and expensive fashion, but didn’t we all? But he was also a slob in jeans and happy to eat pizza from the box and to strum his guitar in front of fifty people, so his money and how much he’d earned really fell by the wayside the more I got to know him. 
 
    But seeing the shelves full of his stock I was in awe.   
 
    And my poor pitter-patter heart couldn’t cope being that close to so many designer shoes. 
 
    I turned excited eyes on the smiling man at my side ushering me inside. He closed the door behind us as I stood there, mouth gaped, staring and lusting.  
 
    “You brought me to your shoes, Grayson!” 
 
    “I did. I thought you might like to visit the warehouse while it’s my employee’s day off.” His smile turned me on. “You are beyond beautiful for words right now.” A tap of his lips to my forehead and I steamed up inside.  
 
    I wish I had some resistance to the feelings he evoked in me, but my willpower was at ground zero. And when he did sweet things for me like this? I was a puddle wanting to dive into his arms and cuddle him.  
 
    “You can go wild, baby. We’re in no rush to be anywhere.” Pushing hands into his pants pockets he followed behind at a slower pace, obviously enjoying seeing me lose my shit over so much sparkle and glitz.   
 
    “Are you kidding? I’m almost sure I never want to leave here, you’ll have to bring my contact case and toothbrush. Oh, god!” I exclaimed in a high-pitched squeak seeing an aisle dedicated to my favorite designer.  
 
    My hand unconsciously reached out and gripped his shirt. 
 
    “Grayson. Why did you do this?” 
 
    He smiled and arched a brow. “My girl likes shoes. I have shoes. We’re replacing the ones you sold.” 
 
    “No!” I gasped with disbelief. He was kidding, right? He was giving me shoes?  
 
    I was having an out of body seizure. 
 
    For a penniless girl from the island, having fought my way up the career ladder by myself, my one indulgence had been shoes. Selling most of my babies these past weeks, not gonna lie, it hurt worse than if I’d killed a litter of kittens. 
 
    Shoes were my big passion. 
 
    My vocation in life. 
 
    My not-so secret lovers. 
 
    And each leather pump owned my fluttering baby-bird heart. 
 
    Helping Gray recently to choose next year’s stock with him gave me a huge kick of addictive satisfaction.  
 
    And now this! I was dizzy.  
 
    “I think I might come in my pants.” 
 
    Gray chuckled. “Let me know, so I can slide my hand down into your panties and feel it happen.” 
 
    My giddy locked and loaded, he trailed at a slower pace behind me while I touched and lifted shoes and smelled them and fawned over each one. “If I wasn’t so busy falling in love with these sling backs I might have climbed you like a tree and sat on your face, Grayson.” I gushed, and I heard him moan. 
 
    “Now I regret bringing you if I’m missing out on your pussy.” 
 
    I leaned into his shoulder, drunk on the smell of leather and glamor.  
 
    “This is … it’s too much. I feel lightheaded.” 
 
    But I was smiling so wide my cheeks hurt.  
 
    “Come with me.” He took my hand, led me down one aisle, while my eyes cartoon wide tried to peek into all the boxes, gaping at the signs indicating which section held which shoes. Everything was spotlessly organized.  
 
    Oh, babies. Mama is here now.  
 
    “I remember you said last year you wanted a pair of rose gold Casadei pumps, yeah?”  
 
    My heartbeat picked up. 
 
    He did not.  
 
    Stopping in front of a sky-high mound of boxes, he grabbed one … my size I noticed on the side … and flipped the lid. 
 
    I swear fanfare music played in my ear canals and a spot light shone down on the rose gold Casadei shoes before me.  
 
    “What are you doing to me?” I croaked, and I could have sworn tears stung the back of my eyelids.  
 
    Gray was so earnest as he smiled and went down on his haunches, plucked off my tennis shoe to replace it with the most beautiful rose gold creation I’d ever seen. 
 
    “I’m making my girl happy.”  
 
    I swooned right there.  
 
    By the end of the two-hour tour Gray was carrying out seven boxes in his arms. My hand tucked into the back pocket of his jeans.  
 
    My face beamed so much it ached.  
 
    It wasn’t the fact he’d given me shoes why my feelings were on fire.  
 
    It was the man himself.  
 
    Because he’d done something purely for my happiness.  
 
    Whatever I tried to do to shield myself from taking that last plunge he somehow managed to slip under my barricades without my noticing.  
 
      
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    “I don’t care if I pee my pants with nerves, look how sexy my shoes are!” I exclaimed as I slipped my hand into Gray’s larger one outside of his parents Carnegie Hill townhouse. It was as you’d imagine it to be. Huge. Stately. Beautifully rich and it only made bile slosh around in my stomach for a moment. 
 
    I’d spoken in front of dozens of hard-assed and hard to please executives before pitching difficult ad campaigns and I rose to the challenge. But this, waiting on the step with just a door separating me and Gray’s family had a tremor unmoored within me. 
 
    “Hey now. Nothing to be nervous about. You’ll like them.” Gray coached, kissing my lips and then my nose. I loved his nose kisses. Silly kisses.  
 
    I unconsciously moved closer into his side. 
 
    “It’s not me liking them that’s the problem. What if they don’t like me?” 
 
    He gave me that are you nuts eyebrow He’d been reassuring me all day that it was a relaxed dinner, no big.   
 
    But he should know by now I’m not always social and since I was trying to be the realest me possible I wasn’t always the greatest approachable person either. 
 
    The deep bass of my heart could be heard clear in Queens.   
 
    With my beautiful leg-lengthening 4-inch heels I was still dwarfed by the man at my side looking at me with kindness and understanding as he ran a finger down my cheekbone. I felt every ounce of my femininity with him towering with his strong jaw set in that way making the muscle twitch.  
 
    My body deflated with nerves scratching at my spine to turn around and climb back into his Bentley and return to the apartment.  
 
    Why was it even important to meet the Ellison’s anyway? Gray and I probably wouldn’t last much longer. There’s always a time limit to any relationship and who knew before I ruined it.  
 
    Letting go of the air trapped in my lungs I sighed and told myself not to be the biggest coward bitch in the city. 
 
    It was a parent’s dinner, not a firing squad.  
 
    I liked food. I liked wine and Gray and I were bringing several bottles of Cabernet Sauvignon.  
 
    Silver linings, India.  
 
    The second his arms folded around me the relief turned my bones to jelly and if not for Gray with his massive force holding onto me I sure as hell would have bolted back to the car.  
 
    Truth talk. I was fucking scared his parents would hate me on sight. That they’d see where I came from and would be able to smell the so-called gold digger they’d assume me to be. 
 
    Yeah, I was prejudging. I had fucking anxiety. I anticipated problems where there was none.  
 
    “You don’t have to be strong all the time, baby-girl. I got you. Do you hear? I got you.” 
 
    “I hear you, Grayson.” I burrowed in a little more to the hard chest. “Hold a minute longer, okay?” 
 
    He kissed the top of my head. “Long as you need.” 
 
    Comfort was a strange manifestation. You’re literally giving your worry into someone else’s hands with hope they could burden it alongside you. There’s no reason for me to mistrust Gray. He’d constantly shown who he was and what he wanted. He murmured ‘mine’ in my ear while he fucked me often enough for me to play dumb where he’s at emotionally in this relationship of ours.  
 
    I just didn’t know if I was the person he needed in the end. 
 
    Was I capable of making this great man happy? 
 
    “Are you planning to stay out there all-night canoodling, Gray? Your father is waiting to eat, and you know how irrationally cantankerous he gets without his buttered bread.” A sweet feminine voice called out suddenly from behind the thick black door. 
 
    Rather than let me go, Gray laughed and turned me around, so he could talk to the door. “Quit spying on us, mother, you can go to jail for that and dad won’t bail you out. We’ll be right in.” 
 
    “I’m in my own home minding my own damn business, son. It’s you breaking laws making out on the step. Hurry up! I’m dying to meet India. I love her dress.”  
 
    My laugh came unbidden as relief slammed into me hearing the melodious laughter from Gray’s mom, assuming she had her face pressed up to the peep hole. I pulled from his arms reluctantly and smiled, making sure one last time my hair swinging around my chin didn’t have a strand out of place.  
 
    “You are beautiful,” Gray murmured. His eyes trained on me with heat and fondness. “Ready to go in?” He offered a hand which I laced, and he gave me a gentle squeeze.  
 
    With Gray holding my hand I could climb mountains, fight lions or face a room full of his family. 
 
    His parents were in a word; welcoming.  
 
    His dad I noticed was about twenty years older than his wife who appeared to be only just in her sixties. Mom Ellison was a slim, brunette babe. And she folded me into a hug whether I wanted one or not.  
 
    “Finally, this boy of mine brings you home. I thought I was going to have to bribe his doorman into letting me into his apartment stealthily.” 
 
    “Believe me she would have.” Offered Dad Ellison pouring drinks in the large upstairs living room with the soft couches and ambient light making the room glow.   
 
    “You’ll learn quickly how mom likes to exaggerate. We ignore it.” Winked Gray, his hand hadn’t left my spine and his touch plucked at that part of me that was wholly his. The part of me that preened being called his girlfriend when he introduced me to his thirty-something year old sister Susie.  
 
    A boy and a girl ambled into the room right after a crystal glass of champagne was pushed into my hand, arguing between them. 
 
    “You are a liar. I know it was you.” 
 
    “Prove it, lameass.” 
 
    “I don’t need proof. Who else would use my account to send fake messages to totally screw with me?” 
 
    “Eh … I don’t know, maybe another desperado trying to hook up with girls.” 
 
    “I know it was you, Izzy!” The teen boy accused with a glare and a sweep of his hand through his hair longer at the front. It only incited the girl with the black ponytail and winged eyeliner into smirking arrogantly, taunting her brother.  
 
    I liked this kid, I thought, watching with amusement as they spotted Gray and the girl rushed over to hug him. The boy was slower as if he were too cool to hug, but he did turn his eyes on me and smirk. 
 
     “India, these clowns are Isabella and Landon.” To them he said. “Try and act like normal kids for an hour, okay?” He said with affection as he reached out and ruffled Landon’s already messy hair.  
 
    “I know, you’re probably looking at us Asian kids and wondering where we got Gray from, aren’t you?” Isabella asked, a smile curved her glossed lips. She was a typical teen in ripped skinny jeans and a shirt I would have loved when I was a teen. Too tight, too showy and completely gorgeous in style.  
 
    The pair looked to be seventeen or so. I knew they were adopted, too. Gray told me the story of how their mom fell in love with the baby twins and talked their dad into adopting.  
 
    I grinned and eyed Gray. “I’m betting he just wandered in from the street one day and your parents decided to keep him.” 
 
    Both kids cracked up.  
 
    “You’re not meant to encourage them, baby.” Gray said with gentle eyes on me.  
 
    God, I wanted to kiss him right now.  
 
    He made my heart gallop.  
 
    “Sorry, rock star. I tell it like it is.”  
 
    “Rock star!” Isabella exclaimed, throwing herself into an overstuffed chair, one leg over the arm. The relaxed atmosphere of everyone quickly put me at ease. “Don’t tell me he makes you call him that? Ego much, big bro. He plays a little bit of guitar and he thinks he’s Zeppelin.” 
 
    “Man, I’m embarrassed for you in front of your girl.” Landon fired after his twin and I couldn’t help but giggle the way the pair roasted their brother. 
 
    That’s how it went through dinner. The family held huge fondness for each other and I loved watching Gray interact with them as they chatted, told embarrassing anecdotes while we passed around huge bowls of Italian food.  
 
    My envy for the Ellison’s was massive especially because each one welcomed me with generosity. Isabella wanted to hang out with me!  
 
    Gray’s hand never wavered from my thigh under the table.  
 
    “Thank you for bringing me,” I whispered leaning into him and he kissed my cheek. “I like your family.” 
 
    “They like you, baby. From the looks of it more than they do me.”  
 
    “I like you best,” I whispered back and felt his hand squeeze my thigh.  
 
    What do they say about not becoming too comfortable?  
 
    I wish only I’d prepared for that.  
 
    Because minutes later as we sat down to have an after-dinner drink in the living room with soft music playing in the background. And Gray’s mom regaling with the story of when Gray went through his naked phase aged four by running through Riverside park, a slim built, blond guy strolled into the room. Dressed in a blue suit, his hair slicked back … I didn’t notice much else other than how my pulse stopped.  
 
    “So sorry I’m late, sweetheart.” He leaned over Susie’s chair, her face smiling uplifted for the kiss he laid on her mouth. “I swear that place can’t run without me.” 
 
    “You’re here now, dear husband. Grab a drink, Dev, we’re having fun embarrassing Gray in front of his India.”  
 
    Those moments in life when your belly splits open and acid poured out.  
 
    That was me.  
 
    Sitting on a soft, white couch with my stomach regurgitating bile and my brain spitting out the oh, for fucks sake. 
 
    Frozen with Gray’s hand on my thigh my blood turned to ice. 
 
    Because when Dev—who I’d only heard about briefly an hour ago—turned a smile my way he too fixed on the spot like he’d been shot with a dart gun. 
 
    Guess why?  
 
    Oh, yeah. 
 
    I knew this guy. 
 
    This guy knew me. 
 
    And it wasn’t because we were old school friends or work colleagues or even vacation pen pals. 
 
    Oh, no. Nothing that simple.  
 
    I mean why would the universe not take a crap on me right now when I was relaxed and having a good time with Gray’s family. 
 
    My life was all about how much it could screw me up the fastest.  
 
    I was happy, and my life said; hold my beer.  
 
    I think Dev said hello and whatever other greeting he tacked on with it.  
 
    I nodded and said something back and all the while my brain fired off oh, craps. 
 
    I’d slept with that guy a year and a half ago. 
 
    I knew what his orgasm face looked like. 
 
    I knew how much of a lousy, lazy lay he was.  
 
    And here we were in my boyfriend’s family home.  
 
    Together. 
 
    Balls.  
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    “I need to check what the responsibilities of a sugar daddy are again.” My hand on his inner wrist as I whispered in Gray’s ear so as not to attract notice from the conversations going on. The rise in my chest was more for his benefit than my own. I didn’t want to embarrass him in front of his family. 
 
    I’d almost persuaded myself this night was going well. I liked his family, they gave the impression they liked me and through some twisted kind of karma, fate had twined my thread to someone else’s in this household.  
 
    A forgettable someone.  
 
    Seriously, that night in Vegas was a blur for the most part except for recognizing his face.  
 
    Way to go, India.  
 
    I’ve always known New York was incestuous, you couldn’t turn a corner without tripping over an ex, but this … not funny, universe.  
 
    I’ve slept with Gray’s brother in law. Saying it in my head didn’t change the outcome. Fuck.  
 
    It would have been better if he hadn’t recognized me too.  
 
    Gray’s hand moved to my knee, squeezed as he leaned to my ear and his voice equally low. “What do you need, baby-girl?” 
 
    Up off the couch I held a hand out to Gray, so I could lay the bad news on him out in the hallway.  
 
    Now I just wanted to run. And we all knew I excelled at leaving emotional entanglements in my dust cloud. It’s obvious Gray sensed my swing in mood because two hands cupped my face gently and his appeared in my vision. “Take a breath, India.” I did. “And another,” he said. “Now tell me what got you spooked.” 
 
    “I’m not spooked.” I hissed. Not quite a lie. 
 
    I’m more uncomfortable for his sake than my own. I’ve done the walk of shame more times than I could count, and it never bothered me. 
 
    But this? It had the potential to hurt him. Or at least annoy. Not to mention his family wouldn’t ever give me a second chance. 
 
    “I’m okay.” I said leaning into his hand. He’s so damn good at calming me down I could almost hate him for that kind of control over my emotions. But I didn’t and would never hate him. It’s the reason I’m not grabbing up my purse and making like a tree. I wanted to be here for Gray and that hadn’t changed in the last five minutes.  
 
    “Your sister.” 
 
    His brows fold down in confusion.  
 
    “How ... how long has she been married?” 
 
    “Susie? What does—” 
 
    “It’s important, Gray.” 
 
    Eyes narrowed, and I knew why. All day he’d been Grayson.  
 
    Suddenly it felt all business again.  
 
    And I didn’t want that between us, so I went up on my toes and kissed him quickly, dropping back to my feet.  
 
    For once I wasn’t running or avoiding.  
 
    I was making my life a priority and, in that life, a huge part of it was Gray. 
 
    “A year this past fall I think. I forget the date. Why?” 
 
    Air expelled. 
 
    Thank fucking god I didn’t sleep with a married man.  
 
    But still. “And how long was she dating him?” 
 
    Maybe something in my voice triggered Gray because not only did he take a step back, but the perplexity cleared from his eyes and he looked at me speculatively.  
 
    I felt the look low in my knotted abdomen. 
 
    Meeting the parents was a bad idea. Hadn’t I expressed how much of a bad idea it would be?  
 
    “Several years. Again, I’m not clear on dates.” 
 
    Shit. 
 
    Double fucking dipped shit.  
 
    But I did with a taken man. One who claimed to be single. But fucking semantics.  
 
    “You recall you said you’d take care of anything, right?” 
 
    “You need to stop being vague, India, and spit it out.” 
 
    “You’re going to find this funny eventually.” I told him, and I reached out to touch his chest, couldn’t help myself. Gray did the same by hooking my hand up and skimmed my knuckles with his lips. “That guy in there who just arrived. I slept with him a year and half ago in Vegas. It was brief. Drinking was involved. It was forgettable, and he led me to believe he was single.” 
 
    Gray visibly turned ashen and the flickering of light in his eyes suddenly became dead. 
 
    Swallowing around the rock in my throat, seeing disappointment in his eyes nearly crippled me. 
 
    Had a sigh ever been more exasperated? 
 
    “So…Unless you want me to leave…” I wanted this option so badly but from the way his nostrils flared, and his eyes flattened I guessed he didn’t. What a shitty time for past stupid hook ups … brief as they may have been to rear their ugly heads. 
 
    I didn’t care what his sexual number was, and he mine. Knowing about his last relationship was enough information for me.  
 
    But knowing one of mine was his brother in law? That might change how he felt for me. I tried to smile. “I need you to go and talk to your brother in law and make sure he doesn’t say anything about knowing me.” 
 
    “You and Devon?” 
 
    “Yep.”  
 
    Gray sighed. 
 
    He stroked my hair and even tapped a finger on my chin. Looked deeply into my eyes and I had the urge to climb him, to bury my face in his neck and whisper sweet things about no other boys mattered because all I saw was him.   
 
    “Or we could always slip out. Go to a drive-thru, get junk food and have sex on the kitchen floor.” 
 
    His eyes flared. 
 
    “Behave.” His voice gently reproaching even as he smiled and stroked the front of my throat. “You know, I never did like him.” He announced, and I burst out laughing. “Slimy motherfucker. Now I know why I disliked him so much.” His tone was completely possessive, and I nearly lost my head. I liked the tone. I liked him being greedy over me. I liked it even better when his big hand curled around my nape, a little rough and pulled me forward. “I need a kiss if I have to go warn this jackass to keep your name out of his mouth. Make it a good one, India. I want your taste down into my fucking spleen.” 
 
    Oh, Jesus.  
 
    I couldn’t get wet in his parents’ house. But I did.  
 
    And I couldn’t think about him dragging me off for a quickie with my skirt rucked up around my waist while he showed me how a sugar baby should behave. 
 
    Oh, wow. My hormones roasted.  
 
    “Get down here and give me that tongue, Sugar D. Let me taste how badly you need my mouth.” 
 
    He groaned and leaned in so close his fragrance saturated my nose. A mix of warm male, the ocean and my Gray. 
 
    It was indecent to kiss that way in his parent’s hallway. I locked my knees to stop from falling over, or worse, dropping to the tiled floor and ripping open Gray’s zipper.  
 
    He wasn’t mad at all and I didn’t know why I was surprised.  
 
    I guess I expected it.  
 
    After he nuzzled his face scruff on my throat he walked me back into the living room, handed me my champagne, dropped another kiss to my lips and then casually asked Devon for a word. The flare of the guy’s eyes towards me it was obvious, at least to him, what he was being taken out of the room for.  
 
      
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
      
 
    Back home, the moment my heels were off and carefully stored in their box again I flopped onto the couch. It was where Gray found me. 
 
    “C’mon, time for bed, you’ve had a busy day with shoes.” He beckoned standing by my head with his bare feet and open shirt. If I’d been less tired I might have scraped my nails down his happy trail and encouraged him to lie on top of me. As it was I could barely rouse my eyelids open.  
 
    Fancy champagne tiredness.  
 
    Instead I buried my face in the cushion and whined like a baby. “It was an epic day.” I dreamy sighed, happy. “And I liked your family, Gray. Just leave me here.” 
 
    He snickered. “You’ll be more comfortable in our bed and you’ll thank me tomorrow when you’re not in a bitchy mood with backache.” 
 
    “Pft. You’re the one with creaky bones. Besides.” Another whine. “The bedroom is miles away.” 
 
    “C’mere.” He picked me up from under my armpits, I latched on, wrapping my legs and locking them at the ankle, burying my face in his neck, mumbling, “about time.” 
 
    Gray chuckled and palmed my ass walking us both through the apartment to the bedroom. 
 
    “You could have just asked me to carry you, baby-girl, but you don’t do that, do you?”  
 
    I snorted and fingered into the back of his inky strands. Already the gentle swaying of his steps pulled me to that place of sleep. “Don’t get all sugar daddy on me.” 
 
    “Why not? You enjoy it.” 
 
    Dammit. I did. Who even was I anymore? 
 
    Gray didn’t tell me what he said to his brother in law that night.  
 
    Nor did I care to know.  
 
    The Vegas guy was like any other guy, a non-entity.  
 
    The only guy that mattered to me fucked me hard and long that night with my teeth biting into his forearm. And then again sweet and soft in the middle of the night when I was half asleep. Growling mine the whole time he slid into me. 
 
    I was so his I felt heartsick giddy about it.  
 
    With his last pump Gray collapsed heavy between my legs. My brain was somewhere in the stratosphere trying to find my lungs.  
 
    “I love you, my mean-girl. I love you so fucking much.” He rasped into my neck, puffing hot air over my skin even as I shivered.  
 
    I could feel the drum of his heart through my chest. 
 
    His sweat drying on my skin, the flavor of him in my mouth and his pleasure coating the inside of my legs. 
 
    And through that awareness of Gray all over my body I think I died. 
 
    Because the sweetest man alive … loved me.  
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    “Nothing to say about last night?” 
 
    Gray held my coffee just out reach standing at the side of the bed. Even sleep mussed he looked gorgeous with stubble dusting his square-cut jaw and his hair going in all directions. I let my eyes take a wander down his body in only the tight, white boxer-briefs.  
 
    Good morning to me, I thought, with my drooling eyes eating him up.  
 
    He’s all mine. A tiny voice sang in a falsetto tone.  
 
    Never had I displayed possessiveness over any man, and here I was, with my thoughts laying claim to the man who loved me ready to write his name all over my tenth-grade diary. 
 
    He loved me. Jesus.  
 
    I knew exactly what he is asking. I’d failed to mention the love thing at all last night before we drifted to sleep wrapped in each other … 
 
    I scowled playfully up at him and held out my hand. “Coffee, Sugar D. Let’s not anger a beast this early.” 
 
    Before he allowed me to take the cup he bent over the headboard and laid the gentlest, sweetest kiss to my lips then he handed me the nectar … in my unicorn mug I might add.  
 
    “I love you. In case you forgot I said it.” 
 
    I choked on hot coffee.  
 
    He turned a smirk on me walking into the closet. He came out with three ties in his hands. “Which one do you like?” 
 
    “Is it for business, pleasure or fucking a hot secretary?” 
 
    He wasn’t fazed though his brow raised at that last one. Yeah, mister, I remember your salty secretary. I’d put Sena on watch since she worked in his building.  
 
    “A meeting.” 
 
    “The light blue. Wear it with a crisp white shirt, silver cufflinks and those dark slate pants that cup that sweet ass like my hands do. God, I love those pants. Mmm. So tight.” 
 
    Gray could be heard chuckling in the closet. “I’m not sure how I feel about you sexually objectifying me.” 
 
    “Liar. You love it.”  
 
    I liked this. I thought. These easy mornings with Gray with us chatting over coffee about the day ahead. I hadn’t realized this was missing in my life, the normality of a relationship and something more, the clearness of feeling normal. 
 
    With my life predicament yet to rectify I wouldn’t live on his dollar forever. I needed my career back soon.  
 
    But the personal aspect of my life now? It felt good. Real and honest.  
 
    Gray knew everything. Good and bad days.  
 
    I was halfway through my cereal when he emerged dressed like a dapper model. 
 
    Look, I was a woman who could appreciate a handsome verging on ridiculously gorgeous man. When I lived with said handsome man then it felt like my birthday every day. 
 
    “Damn, you are so appealing, rock star. You’re gonna have wet panties in the audience tomorrow night.” He had a gig. I was going. I’d have my nails extra sharp for both groupies and his shithead lead singer friend.  
 
    “And you’re beautiful. Even with a milk moustache,” he said with a grin as his thumb ran over my mouth then he captured it. Sucking on my top lip, biting the bottom. Basically, sending my body into a spin cycle of fire in a matter of seconds.  
 
    “Wow,” I breathed as he abandoned my mouth to trace my cheek with his soft lips. He hummed in response to my gasp as I tipped my head back for more and Gray took hold of both my hips, squeezed a little to elicit more sounds to drop from me, and pushed me back against the kitchen island, using his hips and delicious cock in those tight pants I’d suggested to hold me.  
 
    I didn’t even mind that the marble island bit into my back.  
 
    I just wanted more. 
 
    He gave it to me.  
 
    We clung, feeding off each other’s seemingly infinite need.  
 
    “Are you scared because I said I love you?” 
 
    One second. Heartbeat. Two second. “No. I’m loveable.” I tried to joke, with my heart on fire. He grinned and pecked my lips, wiped the wetness away with his thumb. Kissed me again. “Yes, you are. I’ll say it often, so get used to it.” 
 
    He knew me so well did the sweet man. I leaned into his chest. 
 
    He wasn’t rushing me, didn’t pout because I hadn’t said it back, though I was feeling it, all the words I wanted to say to him were essentially screaming inside. 
 
    “It’s there, Gray. In here.” I took his hand and placed it on my heart.  
 
    I heard his inhale before his forehead rested on mine. “Just be patient with me a while longer.” 
 
    “Tell me what it is you want, India. I’ll give you anything. What’s mine is yours. That includes my heart, my soul, my ass you love squeezing.” 
 
    He ran a finger over the crease in my forehead, though I was smiling. It would be so easy to pacify him with lies. The same untruths I’ve spoken for years, but that’s not what I did with Gray. It was always my truth.   
 
    “Be brave, my tiny mean-girl.” He urged.  
 
    “I want someone who kisses back. And pulls me closer. When they walk into a room I want their eyes to find me first and smile because I’m the only thing they want to see. I want to not worry that I’m not enough. That on my bad days I am still enough even if I’m a colossal bitch.” 
 
    Cupping my face, Gray brought me up on my toes and then he smiled. The kind that lit me up, turned me on, and made me want to call him sugar daddy while I crawled on his lap.  
 
    Hmm, maybe we could role play that tonight after we got home from his wine tasting thing.  
 
    “I can be the kind of man you crave. One you can rely on, lean on, expect him to blow your fucking mind open without having to work for it. I’m him, India. You’re all I’ll ever want. Take a chance on an old man. Love me. Feel how I love you. Because I do, India. I love you until my insides boil with it.”  
 
    His bad-boy smirk was my undoing. I knew it. He knew it.  
 
    Because he rushed his fingers into my hair, walked me backwards into the wall and devoured the ever-loving shit out of my mouth. When we parted I was panting and he looked delectable as usual. Calm and cool and just about the best thing in my life. 
 
    I was scared. Pissing my pants scared if I were honest. Taking a chance on love was not even going to be on the table of considerations six month ago.  
 
    It was the one thing I avoided and did it successfully. 
 
    How quickly my heart changed its mind. 
 
    Loving Gray fell into place as easy as taking my next breath.  
 
    “You’re already who I crave.” I told him. I loved feeling small and fragile with Gray. Because I knew he was there to catch any fall I might have.  
 
    He’d never hurt me. Not deliberately.  
 
    How did I know this? I just did. It was a gut instinct and I was trusting him. 
 
    “Then we’re halfway there, baby-girl, because my addiction to you won’t quit.” That smile did funny things to my insides only a woman could understand the wordless description. That feeling of being thrown off a tall building and flying in mid-air, weightless and free, slightly terrified, euphoric beyond belief but knowing you’d land on a cushion at the very bottom.  
 
    He exhilarated every part of my life.  
 
    He was calm and peace. 
 
    He was joy and fun.  
 
    And yeah, Gray was love.  
 
    This feeling was brand new to me.  
 
    I was so terrified of falling. Of failing.  
 
    But I was in. I was so in I shook from my toes to my lungs with the sincerity of his words. He wasn’t feeding me a line to get into my pants. Hell, I’d help him climb in for free.  
 
    I smiled up at him, encouraged him to come down to my level by tugging on the tie I’d chosen for him until we were a whisper away from each other’s mouths.  
 
    Up close his eyes darkened sultry and moody. A sexy invite.  
 
    “You are more than I’ve ever wanted, Gray. You turn me inside out and upside down and you don’t mind I eat cereal for dinner. Or that I’ve added 300 pillows to your bed.” 
 
    “Our bed.”  
 
    My cheeks warmed. “Our bed.” I said and made it official. Put out the banners!  
 
    I wanted to suspend time. It was a perfect moment of being on the same page at the same time and one I’d remember for a long while.  
 
    Gray kissed me, and I kissed him back, winding my fingers into his charcoal hair. If not for an important meeting he had to get to I would have talked him into staying home in our bed. I scraped my hands up his chest.  
 
    I whimpered a little when I set his mouth free, but I nuzzled the fresh bristles. 
 
    His hands skimmed down to my butt, squeezed and held me close to his chest while he rasped in my ear. “Do you want me to get you off before I leave, baby-girl?” 
 
    Though certain my vagina couldn’t take anymore from him right now, I still moaned. Greedy. 
 
    “You’ll be late, Joe should be downstairs waiting for you already. You can bang my brains out tonight.” 
 
    “Count on it,” he growled, crushing a kiss to my mouth. “I’ll be home to pick you up around four. Don’t be late,” he instructed, and I rose a brow. When was I ever late? “And call Joe if you need taking anywhere. Did you buy a dress, or will you finally use the credit card for things other than shit for this place?”  
 
    Hmph. Bossy bastard with his world winning smile and designer stubble.   
 
    I put down my coffee cup, let my knees fall open to cup a hand on my vagina. Leaving it there until Gray rose a superior eyebrow in that way that made me want to ride the fuck out of his face until he couldn’t breathe for swallowing my sex.  
 
    He undid me like nothing else ever had before until I was in danger of becoming his full-time pet and loving every second of it.  
 
    I loved him. Was in love with him.  
 
    I respected Gray like no other person and he filled me with joy.  
 
    But being bossy?  
 
    That only worked for me in the bedroom, so I had to show him, didn’t I?  
 
    And I did it smiling at him—teasing him into inhaling hard like he was ready to drop to his knees in front of me.  
 
    “Are we about to play? I can cancel my meeting.” He rasped.  
 
    Some of my frost thawed. That was sweet. If not a little self-serving since he loved the orgasms. 
 
    “No. I just wanted to remind myself of how much power I hold in my hand.” 
 
    He threw back his dark head and laughed. 
 
    He came for me.  
 
    Kissed me. 
 
    Gripped me behind the neck. 
 
    And whispered. “I can love you enough for the both of us until you’re ready. I already hear your heart.” 
 
    Heart. Motherfucking. Explode.  
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    “How many have I had now?” 
 
    “Four, baby.” 
 
    “A ton, you lush.” 
 
    Gray and Sena answered at the same time.  
 
    I found out wine tasting was as fun as it sounded. Gorgeous venue in a fancy pants hotel. And as much wine as I could want.  
 
    Gray brought me short tasting glasses, I sipped, swished and swallowed. I was no quitter like the posh snobs who spat out their wine into silver buckets.  
 
    With my hair clipped on either side of my head, a flowing strapless dress hugging my boobs, in a shade of pale lemon, my nails painted vivid yellow with my ring fingers in taupe to match my shoes gifted from my gorgeous sugar daddy lover and I was an ambassador for how to enjoy this stuffy event.  
 
    On arrival, we’d happily discovered Noah and my best friend were at the same event. With Noah owning most of Manhattan’s nightclubs he was always invited to a lot of these things hoping to get his custom.   
 
    Sena was being friendly-salty because she couldn’t drink, what with her belly sticking out, ripe and ready to give birth.  
 
    “I’m taking it for the team, you, moody nerd.” I hip checked her gently in her lavender dress to match the tips of her poker straight dark bob. “Didn’t your hubby sort you out before you got here?”  
 
    Her blushed face told me yes.  
 
    My guy was busy talking to her guy.  
 
    Look at us, I thought. On a grown-up double date.  
 
    I had to pinch myself that this was my life now and I was … happy. Content and enjoying every second of that man in his fitted suit. 
 
    Jesus, he was hot. Had his butt always looked that good? My hands itched.  
 
    “I never would have believed it had I not seen with my own two eyes how you’re sappy looking at him.” Giggled a whispering Sena. 
 
    Gray accepted a new glass of Merlot from a passing waiter and handed it to me without interrupting his conversation. I grinned at his wink.  
 
    “Shut up,” Jesus, my cheeks flamed with embarrassment. “I had something in my eye.” My very supportive friend just laughed again.  
 
    “Yeah, yeah, sure. I’ve had a very good time in a room in this hotel, if you must drag it out of me.” She went on to share, a dreamy smile on her face that could only mean it was some hot sex with her straight-for-her hubby. “Hey, lion, you remember this hotel?” Her husband only smirked and eyed his wife like she was about to have round two.  
 
    My belly heated, and I caught Gray watching me.  
 
    I wanted to say so much as our eyes held. You’re my soul. You mean the world to me. Thank you for finding me. I love you. I think he understood because Gray’s eyes smoldered.  
 
    A couple of more tastes later and like women do, Sena and I trekked off to the bathroom together. Just as I was coming outside to wait for her, she was pregnant and peed like a horse, apparently, I heard my name.  
 
    It was a blast from my not so distance past. I smiled at Seth. “I thought that was you. How you doing, babe? You here for Kain’s party upstairs? His folks paid for the whole fucking floor, man. It’s gonna be lit. I just picked up some party pieces,” he smirked.  
 
    He meant drugs. Probably weed, maybe coke.  
 
    “I’m good. And no, I’m here for an event.” 
 
    At that Sena exited, I handed over her purse.  
 
    “If you change your mind, babe, I’m on the eighth floor,” Seth slaked his bottom lip and looked at me like he thought I was the party. Six month ago, I would have taken him up on that offer without even thinking about it. “Hope you come,” the guy sauntered off toward the elevators.  
 
    “Who was that?” She asked. 
 
    “Someone I knew from the clubs. Did you really bang in this hotel?” I said changing the subject.  
 
    “Yes, and I’m thinking of dragging Noah off again. My damn pregnancy hormones are driving me crazy, he looks sexy in his jacket, right? God, I want to drag him off somewhere.”  
 
    My best friend. The southern over-sharer of her carnal needs. I laughed and threaded my arm through hers.  
 
    I was about to tease her some more. 
 
    When. 
 
    “Indy?” 
 
    It was a voice I hadn’t heard in seven years and one I instantly recognized as every bad feeling I’ve ever had descending on me like a thunderstorm.  
 
    Behind me, with a look of surprise etched on his older yet otherwise same face was my father.  
 
    I’ve always assumed he moved out of New York altogether, seeing how it’s next to impossible not to bump into someone you know.  
 
    Seeing him in the Drake hotel of all places was surreal.  
 
    I stared. My tongue lost. 
 
    “Indy…” the man who raised me cleared his throat and smiled like he was seeing me for the first time that week. “It’s so good to see you. I’ve been meaning to get—” if he dared to say get in touch with me I’d bust his fucking nose. 
 
    It was only as I took a breath that I realized he was holding the hand of a small boy and beside him stood a slim woman dressed to the nines. I whipped my gaze over her with a blank stare. 
 
    Boom. Boom. It was like being hit in the face with a boulder of truth as I put pieces of a puzzle together.  
 
    My heart thudded.  
 
    Oh, god. The fucking shocked pain. 
 
    The boy, around five years old with a crop of fair hair just like my father.   
 
    Just like Jacky. 
 
    The jackass had procreated again.  
 
    “This is my wife, D—” 
 
    “I don’t care who it is. I don’t care why you’re here.” 
 
    At my side I felt Sena touch my arm and lean in to me. “I’m going to get Gray.” I think I nodded, only my eyes were burning, my belly churning acid until I wanted to vomit.  
 
    All this fucking time, he’d left us to go make a brand-new family. 
 
    “Indy. Please listen. I know I should have called you sooner. I wanted to, believe me. I’ve missed you. I missed my daughter.” 
 
    What are you doing here? 
 
    Where the fuck have you been? 
 
    Why are you feeding me lies?  
 
    The questions buzzed through my skull as he continued to look at me like there hadn’t been a huge chasm of space between the last time we spoke.  
 
    And the more questions to pop into my head the angrier I became.  
 
    Especially with miss fire-crotch and her dyed-red barbie fucking hair watching on. And I couldn’t even look at the boy. My heart would shred to pieces.  
 
    “How’ve you been, Indy?” Why did he keep saying my name like that? Like he thought he had the right. 
 
    This man was a stranger to me. Whatever fatherly feelings I’d held onto in hopes of seeing him again one day shot down in disaster. He hadn’t tried to contact me. This bullshit right now was pure coincidence and he was acting like a long lost relative. Well, screw him.  
 
    If he thought righting his seven-year wrongs started by lying to me he was sadly misguided how understanding and forgiving I was not.  
 
    And not by throwing his new family in my face like ours had meant nothing. 
 
    How easily he could move on from Jack.  
 
    I only became aware of the red-head once again when she appeared to snap out of her skin looking behind me, her eyes growing wide and then I felt Gray. 
 
    Relief flooded through me and I leaned into the hand he placed on my spine, before he dipped down to my ear. “Everything okay, baby?” 
 
    I nodded. Emotion clinging to the inside of my throat. 
 
    But Gray was here. I wasn’t alone.  
 
    “Gray…” the fucking fire-crotch step mommy exclaimed. My eyes staring a hole in her forehead as my father rounded his free arm around her waist, gathering the younger woman in.  
 
    Gray took my hand in his and squeezed.  
 
    He was looking at dad’s wife in a way that hurt my stomach before his eyes flattened and he stared at my father.  
 
    “Dahlia.”  
 
    Dahlia? Where did I know that— 
 
    “Oh, Jesus Christ! Are you fucking kidding me? This is her? Your ex is married to my father?” My own shock mirrored on Gray’s features.  
 
    See what I mean? The universe had a serious hard-on to screw me over with whatever it could and with the deepest thrust.  
 
    Indecision held me in place.  
 
    Otherwise, I would have been out of there. 
 
    This was just one big fucking joke.  
 
    But I didn’t care about the red-head. Gray’s past was just that.  
 
    What I didn’t care for was how she was fucking looking at him.  
 
    With wonder and regret.  
 
    Bitch fight me now, I was just in the mood. 
 
    “India. Do you think we could maybe go and talk somewhere privately?” My father pulled my attention.  
 
    “Why? You haven’t been interested in seven years since you walked out on us without a backward glance. Does new wifey know that about you? That the moment shit gets tough you’re a runner.” 
 
    He sighed and looked at the woman and then pulled the boy closer to his leg who was looking at me curiously.  
 
    I couldn’t focus on him. Couldn’t look at that cute face and know I had another brother.  
 
    “Lia knows everything. I’d love to see you sometime, Indy. Let Justin know his big sister.” 
 
    My head exploded then. How people weren’t coated in my brain juices I didn’t know, because I felt the explosion happen as my vision blinked into red and my fists squeezed together.  
 
    “Are you for fucking real right now?” 
 
    “I know you’re angry, but if you let me explain…” 
 
    “Explain what? How you left me to deal with mom and the house? How I had to pay everything and to watch her 24-7 in case she swallowed a bottle of pills because her husband was a weak-spine bastard and couldn’t cope and left her when your son died? Is that what you need to explain, dad?” 
 
    “Sweetheart,” Gray spoke finally and tried to draw me away. To my father he said in a dark tone. “You’ve said enough, leave her be.” We were attracting attention in the lobby. His mouth to my ear. “Let’s get you somewhere else, baby.”  
 
    “Who are you?” Dad directed his question to the man holding me. I felt Gray straighten to his impossibly tall stature. His chest hard at my shoulder and his fingers flexed in mine.  
 
    Any other circumstance it would be an honor for a guy to meet his girl’s father, but I felt how he bristled on my behalf. The way his dominance and power radiated through his clothes into my body giving me strength to stay upright.  
 
    “This is my boyfriend, and none of your business. Oh, and your wife’s ex. How about those fucking eggs?”  
 
    I’d heard enough. I needed out of here. Needed away from this man and his happy family thrown in my face and the bitch giving Gray the constant eyes.  
 
    “Daddy, who them?” The kid spoke, and I swear my insides twisted with pain. 
 
    I turned on my heel noticing Sena and Noah were stood only feet away.  
 
    My fucking squad. 
 
    I couldn’t muster a smile for their support.  
 
    The man who I had once worshipped as only a daughter could called out after me. “India … please?” 
 
    “Fuck off.” I parted over my shoulder. 
 
    Wine. I could get back to the wine and forget this ever happened.  
 
    I was on my second glass when Gray caught up with me. I straight up drained it in one.  
 
    “Are you okay?”  
 
    “I will be after two more of these.” 
 
    “Maybe we should go home.” 
 
    “Why? We’re having a great time, Gray. Hey, we should invite my dad and your ex. How’s that for a family get together. And ask Devon too. Now we’d have a full house of fucked up.”  
 
    I couldn’t even enjoy the curl of his hand around my nape.  
 
    No good came from being consumed in my own thoughts. Nothing.  
 
    In fact, I would go as far to say only bad things derived from me getting submerged in all the bad and concluding I didn’t deserve good or happiness. 
 
    I was shown with startling harsh reality just how my father hadn’t wanted me in his life. How he’d gone on to get a red-headed bitch and a new kid so easily.  
 
    He was living his best life. 
 
    And I was here. 
 
    Angry and resenting.  
 
    I’d closed off, walls resurrected before I’d even realized what I’d done.  
 
    I’d bled emotions to Gray for weeks and now in the light of this new situation I was gaped open raw and hating that I was so exposed when all I wanted to do was run and regather my fortress of solitude. 
 
    Grief. Sadness. Pain. Anger.  
 
    My thoughts were punishing and cruel.  
 
    Rejection was nothing new, but seven years’ worth came crashing in, surrounding me with its talons. 
 
    He had a new family. A new kid.  
 
    In a matter of minutes, I’m right back where I started from emotionally.  
 
    I’ve always been a survivor.  
 
    In the worst possible times I get through.  
 
    Not only because really there’s no other choice is there? When you think there isn’t, you keep going forward and I would now even as I drowned.  
 
    The stab of pain through my chest wall was easy to ignore.  
 
    And it was more than clear … maybe my anxiety talking … that leaving myself wide open I’d been ill-prepared and now I hurt all over.  
 
    “Sweetheart, let me take you home.” Gray kissed my forehead, gathering me in, doing what he did best by being kind and for a second I nearly relented.  
 
    Nearly leaned in to the comfort of the only person to never hurt me and let the anger disappear.  
 
    Too late. Too late.  
 
    Seeing my father and his happy life was a hard reminder that to never be hurt is to never allow yourself to be hurt. I’d opened like a hooker’s empty condom wrapper, so I had no one to blame but my own damn self for leaving myself in the position to be gutted again.  
 
    I smiled, inched away from Gray and pasted on my fakest mask.  
 
    Because who was better at lying than me?  
 
    I was expert at this point for hiding how I truly felt. 
 
    I should never have placed myself in this position. 
 
    My head buzzed with questions and doubts.  
 
    My party girl persona was always there waiting for me. 
 
    The party girl didn’t feel like this.  
 
    The party girl knew how to protect herself.  
 
    We knew, didn’t we?  
 
    We were on borrowed time.  
 
    Sunday snuggles, and cereal could only take us so far.  
 
    Restlessness penetrated my veins.  
 
    Time to set the sweet man free. 
 
    And it wasn’t because I feared he’d hurt me.  
 
    Far from it.  
 
    I knew I was just like my father.  
 
    I’d be the one to hurt Gray eventually.  
 
    By not being who he needed me to be, I’d hurt him eventually, wouldn’t I? It was crystal clear now.   
 
    Stop it. Stop it. This isn’t you. You love Gray. He loves you. You’re nothing like your parents.  
 
    But I was. I’d been pretending for weeks.  
 
    What if I did to Gray what my dad did to us? Just walked out one day when something got too difficult? I would never give him kids. I couldn’t set my heart on that shelf. Someone like him deserved to have little ones screaming daddy.  
 
    Panic, hot and sticky clung to my bones. Even as I watched Sena smile with Noah and Gray hovered closer to me watching me closely as if waiting for me to crack. I acted normal. I pretended.  
 
    No, this wasn’t for me.  
 
    I was selfish to keep him but magnanimous enough to know I couldn’t.  
 
    We’d been on borrowed time and the chimes were clanging.  
 
    Before I stepped away, something compelled me to turn back, and I pressed my lips briefly to Gray’s lips. Soft, recognizable and I’d miss them so much.  
 
    Miss how they’d quirk at the edges when he smiled indulgently. 
 
    I’d miss them burying against my neck to wake me with those magical words; I’ll make food. 
 
    Someone else would be lucky enough to know those lips soon.  
 
    And I hated her.  
 
    The mystery woman would get all his smiles and torturous lip licks.  
 
    And I hated her. 
 
    Forcing my smile, I turned back to the party.  
 
    He’d taped my heart back together. 
 
     I’d always love Gray. Always. 
 
    But now I could set him free before I ruined it. 
 
    It’s too late to pretend I didn’t feel like I’d been sliced down the middle, desperately trying to hold my innards on the inside of my body. 
 
    Love was weakness, wasn’t it?  
 
    I wished I’d been more mindful.  
 
    “Where are you going to, baby-girl?” 
 
    Baby-girl. Didn’t he know how that stabbed me with love? I turned a smile on him, saw the confusion in his beautiful eyes. 
 
    “There’s a party upstairs on the eighth floor, some old friends I know.” Such a lightweight that I am with emotions that even as realization settled into his smart, narrowed eyes I wanted to hurl myself at his chest and tell him I was wrong.  
 
    That I’ll try not to hurt him but please love me anyway.  
 
    I took another step away. 
 
    “India… what do you mean you’re going to a party?” 
 
    My heart ripped open and cried on the floor.  
 
    I’m doing this for you, I wanted to cry.  
 
    His perfect body, it’s hard not to snap shots to my memory knowing there wouldn’t be any early morning savage fucks again with him.  
 
    If I’d been different. If I’d met him before I got screwed up.  
 
    If wishes were horses everyone would ride.  
 
    I was doing the right thing … wasn’t I?  
 
    Then why was the look on his face killing me?  
 
    He’d been more than my lover. He’d become my friend, my confident, my … everything. Doing the right thing wasn’t easy.  
 
    “Are you going to answer me?” His hand grabbed my arm.  
 
    I yanked it back and it was as if I’d struck him. “This is who I am, Gray. I wasn’t cut from the same cloth as you, to have a life of domesticity watching Netflix and going to Wholefoods. I should be with people who are like me. I would have dragged you to my level eventually and I couldn’t have a sweet man hating me. We had a nice time, let’s end it on the same note.” 
 
    “Are you joking right now? I know this is about your dad upsetting you, India. This isn’t about us.” His voice rose and filled me with heat. 
 
    “You’re not the scene making type, Gray, not in front of all these people.” That’s how I knew he’d let me walk away without stopping me. My sweet man was a private man. “You’re the sweet guy of this story and I’m the villain, some other woman will be lucky to have you protecting her. Do me a favor,” I smiled sadly, the elevator behind me dinging open. “Tell her from me I hate her and to treasure you like I couldn’t, she’ll have the best, I mean that.” 
 
     “India… don’t. Come home with me, we’ll talk about this. You’re upset, you’re panicking, I can fucking see it. Take a fucking breath and think about this.” 
 
    I was fucking devastated. “It was a blast, sugar daddy. Be as happy as I’ve been. But all happiness ends some time.” 
 
    I was in time to see Sena and Noah coming up behind Gray, my friend looking at me in the same confused way. I’m glad he wouldn’t be alone. 
 
    “India.” My name scratched me.  
 
    “It was always going to come to this, Gray. We both know it. Go home. This is me.” 
 
    How could I tell him this was me being kind by setting him free from me?  
 
    “Tell me who is upstairs.” Dark warning to his voice. Dark enough to cause my spine to shiver. My sweet man disappeared. 
 
    “Fuck-boys, Pot heads. My people, Gray.”  
 
    “Jesus fucking Christ, India. You’re not going anywhere,” he stepped forward and I held out a hand. “We’re done, Grayson.” 
 
    And as it closed, trapping me behind the mechanical doors I felt nothing of the usual elevator fear. 
 
    I felt nothing. 
 
    I was numb inside where all my Gray love was trapped. 
 
    And when I stepped out of the elevator a minute later, heard the boom of the dance music I knew it was time to walk back into my old life. 
 
    The one I hadn’t missed. The one that didn’t have the power to hurt me. 
 
    The one that strangled me as I walked into the party where throbbing music enveloped me in its claws. 
 
    Gut sick, my smile fake as fucking Christmas widened brightly as Seth approached with his cocky hip walk and sleazy grin licking his bottom lip. 
 
    Ignoring the tug in my stomach telling me—screaming really, to turn around and go back down to Gray. It’s not too late.  
 
    I loved him enough not to hurt him.  
 
    Not to walk out on him… Like I just did.  
 
    You left him downstairs to go to a fuck boy party, India. Why would he want you now?  
 
    Too late. 
 
    Too late. 
 
    See how self-sabotage works? How quickly it attacked.  
 
    I sighed around cement in my throat. My eyes stung with unshed tears even as I smiled at people. Some I knew from a life I didn’t want.  
 
    And all the time I missed Gray. Regretting my decision. My shitty decision.  
 
    I was hit with a deluge of memories from the last weeks. No one made me laugh like he did, and he didn’t mind making himself look silly for my amusement. He’d hold me close before I was fully awake and whisper the sweetest things to me.  
 
    My India. My mean-girl. I love your cuddles and your butt.  
 
    God, I craved him.  
 
    Why didn’t I deserve someone like that? 
 
    Why couldn’t he be mine?  
 
    Gray should love someone, he should have that chance.  
 
    I hate her. Whoever the nameless faceless woman will be.  
 
    He already knows I’m mean so he’d understand if we were to ever run into each other again and his arm was snaked around the new woman’s waist and I saw clearly the love he felt for her, it would be understandable to him at least that I’d hate her. 
 
    He’d probably smile and nod as if he was telling me I get it, mean-girl.  
 
    Thunderclouds built over my head. 
 
    Too late. 
 
    Incapable of anything other than this empty gratification and my clawing anxiety whispering my failures. 
 
    I went back to a life I hated.  
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    Noah’s hand caught my arm before I could take a step towards the row of elevators and it was a snap reaction to snarl.  
 
    My fucking heart rapped out of control thinking of India up there for a second without me.  
 
    With other people who didn’t love her, didn’t care an inch about her wellbeing and how upset she was right now, how seeing her fucking father had decimated all the good work she’d done in the last month to build her own self-worth and she’d fallen into her panic and anxiety. 
 
     “I will knock you down, if you don’t get out of my fucking way.” As good a friend Noah was, business and personal, I was serious as a heart attack in my warning. 
 
    The hold didn’t lessen. Noah moved to stand directly in front of me. Our eyes clashed as he forced my attention from the far wall of elevators. “I mean it, Noah. Get the fuck off me, I’m going after her.” 
 
    “And do what? You need to calm down, man. Going after her right now you’re gonna say shit you don’t mean.” 
 
    Air expelled out of my lungs.  
 
    My brain urgently replayed the last minutes.  
 
    What could have been said by her father in those few minutes before Sena came for me, to have India believing I was better off without her? For her to turn so rapidly into the woman she pretended to be. And make no fucking mistake, that woman who climbed into the elevator was not my woman.  
 
    Was she having an anxiety attack alone without me?  
 
    Shooting pain cleaved through me, impossible to ignore the clang of dismay rattling around my brain wondering just how far my girl was going to fall in her own self destruction because she was under the impression anything good would soon crumble so why not destroy it first. 
 
    I kept on looking over his shoulder. Willing her to come back down to me. 
 
    Any second now I’d see the shine of her golden hair and that little smile at the corner of her lips. 
 
    Fifteen minutes ago, we were happy. She was laughing and happy and tipsy flirting.  
 
    I thought finally I’d broken through her layers of self-protection because she knew I loved her.  
 
    I shook my lowered head. Took a breath.  
 
    Love, an insipid word for what I felt. She was the missing piece to a puzzle I didn’t know I was part of until she smiled and locked up my heart and made it hers.  
 
    Now I’m like a caged animal, my skin burning as my need for her roamed feral and restless, prowling under my skin where it was all savage undertaking. I could hurt someone in this state and not care. I could become a violent man and not fucking care if I hurt a person. 
 
    Her pursuit of happiness was a success until something in the last moments changed her, reverted India back to the closed off woman I first met.  
 
    The woman who would smile and give nothing away of herself.  
 
    We’re done, Grayson.  
 
    She could have stabbed me, and I would have bled less.  
 
    I was fucking untamed beneath my skin as I raked hands through my hair.   
 
    “Take a breath and give it a minute.” Advised Noah. But right then I was not a rational fucking man. I was a man without his heart. Because my heart had walked away from me like we’d meant nothing. She’d kissed me and walked away even before I felt her detach.  
 
    I need her. I need her. I need her. 
 
    I looked him directly in the eye. “Would you take a breath if it was Sena up there? If Sena said you were over just like that with no explanation?” I saw the sympathy on his face. He thought I’d lost her already. He knew India and her reputation.  
 
    But he didn’t know my India. She was mine.  
 
    No one saw how soft, broken and vulnerable she was under her thick outer shell or how she opened to me. She’d allowed me to see the real woman underneath her barriers, so I wouldn’t disclose her secrets now. But he didn’t know her at all. 
 
    I sighed, pulling away, putting my ass down on the circular cushioned seat in the middle of the lobby, resting arms on my knees, my gaze roaming to the elevator. 
 
    It was always going to come to this, Gray. We both know it. Go home. This is me.  
 
    No, it wasn’t. Far from it.  
 
    I wanted to tie India to me for the rest of our lives.  
 
    I wanted to have lazy pizza Sunday’s and walks in the park holding her hand and family dinners.  
 
    I was in it for the long haul.  
 
    It wasn’t only me in this.  
 
    India had been right there with me; falling in love.  
 
    It wasn’t only me. I saw it. I fucking felt it.  
 
    She’s the most authentic female I’ve ever met. Expressive and stimulating in everything she does to the point it made my heart thump out of sync just to hear her tinkling, teasing laugh. And it had nothing to do with her physical beauty. I could pick her brilliant mind for days, listen to her ideas on how to expand my business—things I’d never even considered until long-night conversations with India—and felt more fulfilled than any night of no-strings sex in the past. 
 
    She was scared and retreating to what she knew.  
 
    And that was destroying herself. 
 
    When I woke this morning with her crawling all over me I never thought hours later we’d be here like life had backhanded me. 
 
    “I will go up after her.” Sena said from the side and Noah whipped around. 
 
    “You won’t go anywhere, kitten.” He told his purple haired wife, going to her in five quick strides, he encouraged her to get off her feet by leading her across to sit by me. Even if she wasn’t heavily pregnant I wouldn’t have asked her to go up to a party room with fuck knows what going on. 
 
    What would I do if I stormed up to the eighth floor and dragged her out? She’d come along kicking and screaming maybe, she’d probably hate me just as much as she does her father and every other person who’s ever let her down. 
 
    What the hell would I do if she was already in the arms of some little prick proving she is who she is?  
 
    I raked both hands on my scalp again needing the jolt of pain to ground me, feeling every inch of the frustration slaking my nerve endings, trying to calm the turmoil coiling my lungs.  
 
    A serpent of dread.  
 
    I couldn’t unpack that thought, not yet. 
 
    “I’ve never seen her like that.” Sena said rolling her lips in, eyes concerned. 
 
    I twisted my gaze. The moment Sena came and told me India needed me, that her father was here, I couldn’t get to her fast enough. Still, I was too late to stop whatever train wreck India had going on in her head. “She hides a lot about how she feels.” I explained. “Seeing her father took the rug out from under her. That fucking guy.” I burst with temper. 
 
    Acting like a doting father.  
 
     I could still feel her hand shaking in mine. That fucking guy. 
 
    Noah disappeared and returned a minute later holding a bottle of water for Sena and a scotch for me. He sat on my other side. I downed it in one. The burn brought no relief. Shaking my thoughts, I mentally walked through that entire conversation, it lasted all of four minutes. 
 
    What were the chances India’s absentee father now married to my ex-girlfriend? Fucking unreal. The bubble of shock meant I didn’t take in every word. I’d love to see you sometime, Indy. Let Justin know his big sister. That fucking guy had no care he was walking all over India’s landmines and doing it with a thoughtless smile on his face.  
 
    Go after her.  
 
    Drag her out of that hotel room before she did something we both couldn’t come back from. 
 
    “Why don’t we get out of here.” Suggested Noah. “You can come to our place.” 
 
    Was he serious? There was no chance I was leaving. 
 
    “You go on, get Sena home, she looks ready for her bed.” She’d yawned twice. 
 
    “We can wait with you, Gray, it’s no problem.” She insisted. 
 
    “I’m waiting here for her. Thanks for the offer, but she won’t want you guys to see her. I’ll get her to call you tomorrow, Sena.” 
 
    If she was still with me tomorrow. 
 
    Minutes later and after more back and forth that she should be at home in bed already, the pair left but not before Noah let me know to call if I needed anything. 
 
    What I needed was upstairs in The Drake Hotel eighth floor destroying our love.  
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    I didn’t know how long I sat there in the bustling lobby with my brain ready to explode. 
 
    Confident I could win her back to the good place again, but it was the waiting that was fucking excruciating.  
 
    “Gray?” 
 
    Pulling my head up I saw Dahlia nervously wringing her hands a few feet away. Once upon a time her ruby red hair, bee-stung lips and hour glass hips would have had my belly clenching with desire. With the same nervous mannerism as she had back then she flicked her hair over one shoulder and ran a hand under her chin. 
 
    “What are you doing here?” 
 
    “I wanted to make sure you and—” 
 
    “India. His daughter is called India. I’m guessing he hasn’t talked about her.” I almost snarled and she flinched. 
 
    “Yes, of course. I knew that. I wanted to make sure you were both okay.” 
 
    I narrowed my eyes and felt not a flicker of emotional reaction as I looked at the woman I thought I would spend my life with. Fate it seemed had a great fucking idea in making that not so. 
 
    I felt nothing. 
 
    I couldn’t see what attraction I first had for her. She was just a woman I knew once upon a different life.  
 
    “You came back for that?” 
 
    “We, eh. Our apartment is just around the corner.” 
 
    A Fifth Avenue apartment. How she’d risen in economy, I thought. How fucking nice for them.  
 
    But she was the last person I wanted to see.  
 
    “Do you think,” another hair flick. “That India would come to dinner this weekend? John would love to see her.” 
 
    Spiders crawled through my stomach. 
 
    “Is that right? Where the fuck has he been for all these years? Certainly not trying to see the daughter he abandoned.” 
 
    She blanched. “It wasn’t like that, Gray. You don’t know—” 
 
    “I know enough. I know he doesn’t fucking deserve that girl. He didn’t even say he was fucking sorry. He left her to deal with everything, do you know that? A girl not even grown, and she was stuck with debts and looking after his grief-stricken wife. Did he mention that? India was drowning in sorrow and trapped with responsibilities no one should handle alone. Where the fuck was he then?” 
 
    “So, was he. That’s why he left.” 
 
    “Boo fucking hoo for dear John. My heart bleeds. You can leave now.” 
 
    “Gray, please.” 
 
    I stared at her and wondered how I’d spent five minutes with the delusional woman. If she could so easily explain away how a man deserted his family at the worst possible time and smile about it, then she was just as fucking evil as her husband. 
 
    “I didn’t mean to hurt you.” 
 
    Oh, I see now. India was the smoke screen. I sat back, glaring up at her.  
 
    Pretty? Sure. But she was ash inside.  
 
    As always Dahlia couldn’t see past the end of her own nose when it came to emotions. She was a toddler having a tantrum in an adult body.  
 
    “Don’t flatter yourself, Dahlia. It was a long time ago and I can honestly say I’ve never given it or you a second thought, you did me a favor in being the demanding, overbearing brat you were.”  
 
    She flinched. Good. I wasn’t above hurting someone’s petty feelings with the mood I had churning inside.  
 
    There was only one woman I gave a fuck about and it wasn’t the one in front of me. 
 
     “If your husband wants to fix all his wrongs against my girl, then let him do it. We won’t be doing it around your fucking dinner table, you got it?” 
 
    She nodded blankly. “I really am sorry, for what it’s worth. For how that happened back there. I didn’t know. I hope India will be okay. I’d love to get to know her under different circumstances.” 
 
    Not probable. My girl would likely scratch Dahlia’s eyes out.  
 
    And wasn’t that a sexy thought to keep for later. 
 
    “You looked good together.” 
 
    I responded instantly with every ounce of truth in me. “She’s my world, my whole fucking reason for existing. And I won’t let her father destroy her again, so you go back to your Fifth Avenue apartment you always hungered for, and you tell him that. India is no longer alone, she has me now, and I’ll rip him apart from the inside if he hurts one hair on her head.” Shooting the messenger felt aptly like nailing two birds with one stone too and I didn’t care if she liked my tone or not.  
 
    I meant every word. 
 
    “We all made mistakes, Gray. You included.” 
 
    “Your husband has yet again broken my girl. You really think I could give a fuck about our mediocre relationship a handful of years ago? She’s all of everything. I see nothing but her. Goodbye, Dahlia.” I dismissed. 
 
    Any other day I could have offered a kind word to show there were no hard feelings on my part. But I couldn’t bring myself to think of anything other than India and what she was feeling.  
 
    Sighing, she turned on her 2015 Valentino pumps and strode back the way she came, garnering attention from eyes as she always used to.  
 
    Only I didn’t care to watch. My eyes returned to the row of elevators. 
 
    How long had it been now? Thirty-six minutes. It felt like a lifetime without her poking fingers into my ribcage to make me laugh or batting those baby-girl lashes at me. 
 
    I’d coaxed my skittish girl into a relationship from day one and somewhere soon after she’d become my all.  
 
    The beating to my heart and the rushing of my blood.  
 
    She was every right decision I’d ever made. 
 
    The shitstorm would have been enough to tip her over the edge, only, I’d seen the way she’d looked at the little boy and how it tore her up inside.  
 
    No wonder she crawled so far back into her protective shell. 
 
    One random text and she’d changed my life. 
 
    Power, materialistic shit meant nothing if she wasn’t with me to squeal over a trip to my warehouse.  
 
    I heeled a hand over my heart and inhaled. 
 
    I’d noticed looks from the reception desk a few minutes ago. They probably thought I was a gigolo on the hunt for rich old ladies. India would get a kick out of that, my naughty girl. She thought nothing of grabbing my ass in public and making my body react to her. 
 
    And react it did. Couldn’t help it. She was my dynamite. 
 
    Fifty-seven. 
 
    Every time the elevator doors slid open my heart stopped only to restart with disappointment when she wasn’t inside. 
 
    Fifty-eight.  
 
    A couple stepped out looking in love with arms wrapped around each other. Rubbing my hands, I was prepared to wait for as long as it took. 
 
    My girl could run but there was no hiding what we’ve had together.  
 
    Have.  
 
    What we have together. 
 
    My head down, hands clasped between my spread legs I could taste the defeat in the back of my throat as minutes ticked by.  
 
    Couldn’t take my head to any kind of scenario of her being with someone else. 
 
    Not yet. I just wanted to see she was okay. 
 
    And as I heard the elevator ping open for the fifty-ninth time it was an effort to look up and face more disappointment. 
 
    But then I saw taupe Tommy Hilfiger oxford tassel pumps on the most gorgeous pair of legs that led up to her pastel thigh length dress and my heart went into free fall over-pumping blood.   
 
    Popping to my feet, the door pulled back to reveal my girl leaning against the elevator wall looking so dejected and broken I was across the lobby floor without thought, not wanting to leave her in that alone state for a second longer. 
 
    She stepped out and saw me. Coming to a halt. 
 
    Was that hope flickering on her sweet, pale face?  
 
    In any case she had no fucking hope of getting rid of me.  
 
    You didn’t discover heaven to then let it slip out of your hand.  
 
    Worrying her lip, there was emotion in her eyes. She was a hot mess of untamed beauty and her effect on my heart was immediate. 
 
    Could I tell if she’d had sex with someone else?  
 
    I saw no clues. But then I wasn’t looking for that. Not when I stroked my eyes over her the same way my hands always explored her. With passion and love.  
 
    My abdominal muscles tightened at the thought of her touching another person and right on the back of that was the startling truth; I didn’t care if she had.  
 
    I just needed my girl to be okay. 
 
    Anything else could be dealt with later.  
 
    The love I felt for her superseded any emotional mistakes made in a time she wasn’t thinking clearly. 
 
    She blinked, and her lower lip quivered, little pools of water gathered in her eyes. “Gray…” 
 
    That was all I needed to step in and grab her up against my chest. I felt her shuddered inhale. It was terrible to witness her in the emotionally broken state as the same night we’d met again.  
 
    Cautiously she let her arms curl around my waist as she buried her face in my shirt front and clutched on tight. I cupped the back of her head and just held on until my pulse returned to normal which should be any time between now and a decade. 
 
    This girl had the power to tie me in knots and what fucking lovely knots they were. I lifted her head, cupped both sides of her face. I saw she was horrified she was crying when she hastily knocked my hands down and wiped at her face partially turning from me. 
 
    Eyebrows fell in. I didn’t like that. 
 
    “What are you doing here?” 
 
    My pulse ticked in my ear. Irritation that she’d needed to ask why the fuck I was waiting. And so much love for my little lost girl who couldn’t depend on anyone but herself.  
 
    Didn’t she know yet I would be anywhere she was?  
 
    Didn’t she trust in my absolute love? 
 
    “I wanted to make sure you got home okay.” 
 
    She took a trembling breath, avoided my eyes.  
 
    “India, look at me.” She wouldn’t. 
 
    “You should go, Gray. I’ll find somewhere to stay tonight and come and get my things in the—” 
 
    Hell. Fucking. No. 
 
    I growled and told her more forcefully. “Look at me, baby-girl.” 
 
    There were those staggering eyes.  
 
    “You’ll stay somewhere else and take your things over my dead fucking body, do you understand?” 
 
    It’s almost imperceptible the way her gaze roamed over me. Whatever her mouth was saying, her eyes couldn’t follow because I saw her longing. The same heat and want of earlier when she almost made us late because she needed a little something to make the boring business night bearable. If I’d known this night was going to go to shit I would have kept her fucked against the shower wall until tomorrow morning. 
 
    I also saw love.  
 
    Her inner sadness was not news to me. But I misunderstood the power it still held over her when I’d began to assume it had disappeared. Apart from her anxiety she tried to disguise, I wouldn’t stand for the look of loneliness in her eyes. Not when there was someone in this world begging her to let me love her.  
 
    It was those rare moments of her carefree laughter where her soul shined brightest, and I’d do anything, say anything, to see it again.  
 
    India Rivera wasn’t easy. But I never claimed to want easy.  
 
    I wanted the fire of our love that burned our fucking bed night after night and left me with claw marks down my back.  
 
    “Come on,” my hand offered out. She looked at it then back at me. Vulnerability marked her face, again she nibbled on her lip holding back her emotions. I’d break through again, that was for fucking sure. 
 
    She was mine. I was hers. All the other stuff in the way right now was just bullshit. Lucky for us I was good at wading. “Let’s go home and get you into bed.” 
 
    “Just like that?” 
 
    I waited for her hand and when she huffed and slid it into mine I’d won the fucking world. I squeezed, and we started through the lobby. “Gray, wait. We can’t.” 
 
    “We are.” 
 
    “You’re crazy.” Her voice was small, unsure, and I hated it.  
 
    That wasn’t my India. I stopped walking right in the heart of the Drake reception where anyone could overhear.  
 
    Ask me if I gave a fuck.  
 
    I tipped up her chin to ensure her beautiful eyes were unable to evade seeing what the hell was on my face.  
 
    Infinite love.  
 
    “We are going home to our bed, India. I don’t know about you but I’m over this whole fucking night and I want to hold you until we fall asleep then we’ll go out for breakfast in the morning.” 
 
    Again, she swallowed and asked. “Just like that? You’re not gonna ask if I fucked anyone up there?” 
 
    Hearing her saying it made bile fast track up into my windpipe.  
 
    Unguarded emotion crossed her face and the punch of it wasn’t lost on me that my girl was in her own misery for decisions she’d made.  
 
    “That’s what I thought.” She turned to leave but didn’t get as far as my hand when I latched her wrist and brought her right back into my chest. 
 
    No matter what she said her body reacted to mine as much as mine hardened and made my heart jump. I dropped my head, lowered my voice. “If you fucked someone then you’ll tell me in your own time, baby-girl, and we’ll deal with it.” Her eyebrows screwed up in confusion and I had to smile. My tone like smoke. “But if you’re trying to goad me into being rough with you, I told you, ask me for what you want. Either way we’re going home to our bed.” 
 
    Hands clasped we headed toward the exit again. I’ll get us there if it fucking killed me. Her huffed compliance was music and I brought our hands up to kiss her knuckles.  
 
    We were more than a fast hook-up. 
 
    Love wasn’t always pretty and easy. 
 
    It was a fight to keep it contained and to see it flourish.  
 
    It took work and dedication and I wanted her until I was mad from the need in my heart.  
 
    India was mine to take care of.  
 
    To treat like the goddess every fucking person in her life overlooked.  
 
    But I never have. I see her for who she is. 
 
    And that woman is loved. 
 
    Before closing the car door, I crouched down, her gaze came to me, my hand on her knee. “Doing okay? I envisioned a much better end to our night.” Peeling her out of her black thong to start and listening to her whimper-beg for an hour while I made her come. 
 
    India nodded. Swallowed. Nodded a second time. “Take me home, Gray?” 
 
    That’s all I needed to hear. 
 
    I was taking my girl home. 
 
    Where she belonged.  
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    The elevator car ride to our floor didn’t scare me as much as usual, it’s probably the first time in a moving death carriage that I wasn’t mentally counting down the seconds until it plummeted to the ground. How could I be scared when my whole insides were occupied with what I would say to Gray once we reached the apartment.  
 
    The drive was quiet.  
 
    And now I’m terrified of what to say.  
 
    How to explain my shitty actions and try to justify what I did.  
 
    I had no excuses. I’m fucking crazy.  
 
    Gray hadn’t taken his eyes off me. Not for a second. He looked exhausted. Was that my doing? I still couldn’t believe he’d waited in the lobby for me.  
 
    Who deserved a man who would do that?  
 
    “I’m so sorry, Gray.”  
 
    “Let’s get inside.” 
 
    We said at the same time.  
 
    “I don’t know why I fuck up. But I do. I’m sorry.” 
 
    When I thought he wasn’t going to answer as we hovered half way between inside and out, he used a hand on the base of my back to usher me in where he locked the door, then turned his imposing self to look at me. “Apology accepted.” He said. Just like that.  
 
    My brows folded in. I wasn’t always this difficult. This indecisive. This self-destructive. But even I knew it wasn’t that simple.  
 
    I’d hurt him. Probably ruined what we had.  
 
    “I mean it, sweetheart.” He assured. With the door locked, he reeled me in when I dropped my purse on the floor and just hauled me against his chest, arms surrounding me the same way he’d done in the hotel and as then I sank into his hard body, relishing that he was holding me at all.  
 
    I buried my face. “I’m sorry.”  
 
    My eyelids felt heavy with tears I blinked back.  
 
    And with my face buried into his chest I mumbled. 
 
    “I started thinking crazy. About how you are. And what I am. You’re just so imposing. Dynamic. Larger than life. Everything about your kindness and selfless nature intimidates me because I’m constantly wondering what you want and why me and am I enough and will I hurt you if I fuck up. I got scared seeing dad, it messed me up, Gray, I saw myself in his actions, how I wanted to run and then I started to think stupidly.  
 
    “I thought you’d be better without me before I did to you what dad did to us. But, Gray? I don’t want to leave. I need you. You give me this silly, buzzing, full-body blast all the time, and my brain just switches off.” I paused to take air and side-eyed his cocky, pleased smile. “Don’t let that go to your head.” 
 
    He pulled back and gave me a lopsided smile. “I’ll try.” 
 
    “I didn’t expect you, Gray.” Here it was. The truth of all truths. “I’m so grateful for you. That you came into my life and you stayed. You stay.” 
 
    “Not going anywhere, baby-girl. Not unless I take you with me. Are you getting that yet?” 
 
    I nodded. Watery eyes. “I think so. I panicked. I fucked up.” 
 
    “That’s good you realize it and I know you panicked. So, I hope then you understand what’s going to happen now.” His voice downshifted into something silky…dark…dangerous and I felt the jump of the change in my belly as I rounded too slow to see Gray approaching as he pushed and held me bodily up against the hallway wall. I’ve loved his deep voice every day but hearing it now, in that wolfish tone, gave me a lick of fear and I could have liquified into the floor as my heart shoved against my ribcage from the inside. 
 
    A hand around my throat.  
 
    Holding not hurting. 
 
     Gray lowered his face until I could taste the alcohol on his breath. Intoxicating fumes mingled with the taste of him and I was wet. 
 
     “When you walked away from me you might as well have fucking splintered my soul in two, India. No more miles between us. No more giving you time to get used to us. We are together. No more running. If you feel it, then you show it to me. I’m not going anywhere. I love you. I’m in love with you and have been since the second I laid eyes on you. I love you and I belong to you. I am India’s man. You and me, baby-girl, we’re in this together. We deserve this hard-earned happiness.” His words decimated me open. 
 
    I’d hurt him, and he was rebuilding me brick by broken brick. 
 
    “You’re brilliantly, stunningly, amazingly perfect just as you are. My emotionally scarred girl who I fucking adore. Tenacious as a mule, but damn, I wouldn’t change a thing about you. I’m here and I’m not going anywhere, even if you get scared. I want you until I’m blind with greed to consume you.” 
 
    “Jesus, Gray.” I swayed even though he had me pinned with the whole of his hard body pressed into mine. I clung to his forearms, searching his face. “Are you real? Please be real.” 
 
    “I’m real and I need you like air. Can you say the same?” 
 
    My answer flew out of my lips because I was so euphoric I could scream. “Yes! I need you the same.” 
 
    As the fire of his words grew with a roar in the back of my head I watched him watch me. His hips pinned me dead to the wall but there was no need to be free. I was exactly where I wanted to be. 
 
    With the man who owned every inch of me. Every fucking crack of me.  
 
    “I’m sorry. I was reckless and impulsive. I let my emotions dictate my actions. I never wanted to hurt you, Gray. That’s the last thing on my mind.” 
 
    He’s my heaven. He’s love and he’s safety. The one I can trust to hold my heart together.  
 
    I assumed we were going to kiss and make up but when Gray’s hands roamed under my dress and yanked down my panties, I knew then he had another idea altogether to realign us to our happy medium.  
 
    “Step out of them,” he growled forcibly.  
 
    I complied because I was so suddenly wet. 
 
    “Every inhale I take belongs to you, India,” he gave me an inch of space before flipping me around to face the wall, he nudged my legs wide and pulled my dress up high over my ass. 
 
    The sound of his zipper was a pleasure bomb in my breastbone. I moaned and rocked. 
 
    “When you hurt, I hurt. I fix things for my girl because I’m programmed to heal my heart, India. You are my heart. When you don’t tell me what hurts, how can I make it better?” 
 
    “I will,” I said breathlessly, his cock nestled between my legs so perfectly I wanted to cry as I rose on my toes for him. “I will, I swear it.”  
 
    Everything he did was so tortuously planned and thought out I had to wonder was he planning this hallway tryst on the way home or before that? 
 
    So attentive and respectful was my Gray, he loved with an iron fist that was as gentle as a lamb’s tail.  
 
    “You’re scared. I understand,” he said against my cheek, his mouth grazing me with his stubble. “But the next time you get inside your own fucking head without giving me ten seconds to calm you down I’m going to redden your fucking ass, India.” 
 
    Aroused air filled my lungs. 
 
    Everything clenched, and I felt how slick I was down below.  
 
    Screwing me in the hallway wasn’t aimed at humiliating me or belittling who I am to him. I could feel how much he cared in hot waves. All the way home his thumb stroked my hand. 
 
    I get why he’s angrily horny and ready to pound his point home. I do. But I wanted it. I wanted him so badly. I could withstand his anger at me if he gave me another chance to fix my wrong.  
 
    But he strengthened his dominance, calling me on my bullshit, letting me know that he’s the only one I turn to if I felt out of control. 
 
    Damn if that didn’t flame me in all the right places. 
 
    I swallowed noisy gasps of pleasure when his hands held me in place and pulled at my hip bones.  
 
    “You ran from me, baby-girl. You ran from the man who loves every inch of you and for thirty-seven minutes I was in the dark and lost without you.” 
 
    His pain reached into my chest and just about stopped my heart. I’d done that. I’d hurt the one person who loved me completely and I was powerless to do anything about it other than open my legs and plead his name. 
 
    “I’m so fucking sorr—ohhhhhhhh.” 
 
    His thrust came sudden and swift, his thick cock shoved so deep inside me until all his length was stretching me, and Gray’s hand slipped around my throat bringing with it a sense of calm and frantic hollowed out need all at once. 
 
    We groaned together. We breathed together.  
 
    He drove deeper, seating himself to the root, pain and pleasure became my religion as my walls relaxed.  
 
    Every punch of his cock restored and healed.  
 
    He was bandaging us together. 
 
    “That’s the last time, India.” He growled riding my ass in a frenetic rhythm. “If you ever run from me and go to someone else…” 
 
    “I didn’t. I swear.” I moaned, telling him instantly. Head resting to the wall, my body on cloud nine. “I didn’t do anything.” I cried in between hard, wet thrusts that felt amazing. I clawed the wall, I dug nails into his forearms, begging for more. “I only want you. Always you.”  
 
    He singed every first time into the back of my brain.  
 
    His churn increased to the point I almost looked to see if we were generating flames between us.  
 
    “I’ll come after you. I’ll drag you home and show you the only cock you belong on is mine,” every word dripped with his threat and I’d never felt more loved. 
 
    God, this man. 
 
    He’s fire and ruthlessness and cry after cry I pleaded for him to go harder.  
 
    Licking my neck, he sank his teeth down, eliciting a scream out of me. “I will do things, jealous things, India, to sabotage any other man trying to take you from me. If you show a flicker of interest in some other man I will damage it all and I don’t care what I have to do.” 
 
    “I swear. Never again. I’m yours,” I cried as he pushed and pushed and made me fall over the edge into a climax so critical I thought his cock was going to be permanently attached to my G-spot. 
 
    Twisting my head, I found his mouth, and we carved out erotic kisses as Gray sped up his hips, nailing me into the wall.  
 
    To love and to punish.  
 
    I took it all and sucked on his mouth until he grunted and spilled into me. 
 
    He bucked and pumped wildly while I milked him with my tight pussy. 
 
    Turning me, he restrained me against the wall, our mouths locked. Slow, languid kisses now, tasting and loving. My fingers lifted to his face. Every inhale I took was Gray’s masculine cologne I’d watched him spray on himself tonight.  
 
    “I didn’t sleep with anyone. I hated every second of being there.” 
 
    “I believe you,” his forehead rested damply to mine. “You’re wrecking me, baby-girl. And I plan to be wrecked every day for the rest of our lives inside this sexy body.”  
 
    I preened and stayed in that state as he carried me through to the bedroom, laying me on the bed, he crawled over me, lowering himself between my already welcoming legs. 
 
    Even though we were spent, we didn’t stop touching each other. I toed his calf, he pressed kisses to my shoulder, he nipped at my sensitive, over-sucked nipples one at a time until they were rosy red, letting them go with a pop of lips. 
 
    No man should have perfect lips like Gray. 
 
    No man should have a sinful body like that. It’s criminal. 
 
    “Submit to me, baby-girl.” He rasped against my cheek. His kisses wet and demanding almost undid the power to breathe.  
 
    “Didn’t I already when you just fucked my imprint into the wall?” I laughed giving his hair a tug. 
 
    I touched him everywhere. Wandering my hands over valleys and slabs of tanned, lean muscle. 
 
    “I mean give me everything. I want it all. Your body, your heart. Give me your love. I’m going to take all your hurt away, India. Submit it to me and know I won’t ever abuse it.” 
 
    Ten minutes ago, I might have panicked. Even a minute ago. 
 
    But now? As he propped himself over me on his hands and gave me his most earnest gaze all I could do was smile back at the man who truly fucking loved me. There was no pretense on his face 
 
    “Fine,” I fake-huffed. “You, bossy man. I yield to you.”  
 
    Instantly a current of hunger that was freshly sated minutes ago stroked over his lips when he brushed them to mine. 
 
    “I love you,”  
 
    And like magic my flood gates didn’t just open. They flung wide with a crash. 
 
    “I love you.” I confessed between kisses. “I love you until I die from it, Grayson.” He kissed me harder, grunting and tasting with skilled lips.  
 
    He hummed his pleasure. “Let’s be each other’s family. I chose you.” 
 
    “I choose you, rock star.” He smiled at me, his not-so-sugar daddy smirk and I was home.  
 
    I loved Gray for many reasons, all of which my heart smiled about.  
 
    But the overall reason was he felt like home.  
 
    Loving him sneaked up on me one tentative step at a time and then a bouncing rush and I was the lucky one who got to love him.  
 
    I get to love this man every day of my life. 
 
    The moment I let it in the love consumed, filling every crevice and it’s meant to be that way. I’ve discovered with every opened lock within me that I wasn’t made for half measures, or maybe I’m just not made to be half of anything with Gray.  
 
    He made me want to jump in the puddle of love with both my feet.  
 
    Our love opened me to new feelings. Like we’ve built mansions on top of clouds with bells and whistles loud enough to drown out the world. 
 
    Because in the end isn’t that what transcendent love does? It blocked out the world and lets you experience your heartbeats for the first time.  
 
    “Ask me,” I breathed against his mouth. Gray smiled and cupped between my legs. I fell harder for him.  
 
    “Who does this pussy belong to, baby-girl?” 
 
    “My sugar daddy.” 
 
    “Damn fucking right. There’s nowhere I want to be except inside you. You’re my home, India. I’m your home.” 
 
    I didn’t know much about destiny, if it even existed. But I felt the truth of my beating heart that Gray and I were inevitable.  
 
    Now. Last week. Last year. 
 
    He was my end game and I was his. 
 
    Gray pulled me closer to his hungry mouth. 
 
    “I love you,” I spoke into his lips. And it didn’t hurt to say. I didn’t burst into flames for caring.  
 
    “I know you do. I love you too.” 
 
    Lost in Gray, it’s a wonderful feeling to have.  
 
    He’s the safety net of my heart, the one protecting my moats and breathing fire. 
 
    We’re impassioned and dazed and spellbound and he helped me find myself.  
 
    He helped me accept the person I am.  
 
    When I’m not so nice and when I’m my best version I can be. 
 
    Our connection blazed.  
 
    He pressed hard into my belly and I knew we’d fuck again soon. 
 
    I poked the beast tonight with my reckless behavior and Gray needed to assert his dominance over me and I’m …deliriously okay with that. 
 
    I was so crazy for this guy that all other negative emotions needed to take a back seat. Because the love for him was my frontrunner.  
 
    Bigger than the empire state building.  
 
    More consuming than an addicted 1D fan.  
 
    I wrapped my arms around his waist, laid my head on his chest and breathed his manly scent. “Let’s stay in bed all week, Sugar D. I need to love on my man for … the rest of ever if he’ll have me.” 
 
    Love freed and love extinguished, and love made me fly. 
 
    Before I knew it, I climbed the man of my dreams like he was a flag pole, limbs vined around him. “You’re taking too long to answer, Grayson.” 
 
    “My bad. I lost all my brain cells in that last orgasm, baby-girl.”  
 
    I kissed hell out of him and his cuteness. “Your sugar baby wants our bed and her man and to make him come until he can’t walk tomorrow.” 
 
    Gray let out a hiss and squeezed my ass hard enough to bruise. 
 
    “You’re a bad girl.” He was already pushing his fingers between my thighs to find how wet I was while I sucked on his neck. Let him go to work tomorrow wearing a giant hickey. My PDA shy man would have to explain his girlfriend was extra hungry last night.  
 
    “Gray-son…give me a promise.” 
 
    “I promise I’m yours. Forever.” 
 
    His sudden attack-kiss knocked the air out of me. I opened wide enough accepting his invading tongue, and I yielded, breathing his name, softening in his heady grip. His hand worked me up, caught me in a sob when he bumped up against my spot enough times my eyes rolled.  
 
    “Oh, Jesus. Please.” 
 
    “This is what you needed. My fingers owning this pussy, destroying it, my dirty girl.” On and on he did just that until I was a writhing mess sopping in his hand. “Who does this pussy belong to?” 
 
    “You.” 
 
    “Who does this heart belong to?” He covered my chest, his large palm feeling how the heart in question pounded out of control. 
 
    “My Grayson’s heart.”  
 
    I said the right thing and I knew this because he grunted and crawled on top of me, fixed himself in place and groaned my name like a prayer as he joined us again. 
 
    We didn’t need any more talking after that.  
 
    We loved, and we loved, and we loved all night long.  
 
    I would not, for as long as I lived, forget how Gray made me feel. 
 
    How he brought me to life with no more than the power of his attentive smile.  
 
    I was a chaotic woman and Gray’s patience calmed me.  
 
    Holy Christ, I’m lucky to have that man in my life the way I do.  
 
    He’d insist he was the lucky one … hello, he was … but I knew it was me who benefitted more from his presence.  
 
    I always thought true love was an unrealistic dream.  
 
    An unreachable goal made by movies and books. 
 
    Turns out, I was just waiting for Gray Ellison to teach me his sweet way of loving.  
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    FOUR WEEKS LATER 
 
      
 
    “It’s my great pleasure to pronounce you Mister and Mrs. Gray Ellison. You can now kiss the bride.” The female celebrant announced right before my husband dipped down with his smiling mouth and kissed me with all the love we had for each other.  
 
    Holy Christ, we were married.  
 
    See how fast a sugar daddy moved!  
 
    He caught me in a weakened state by proposing while we were in the cereal aisle of the grocery store. Of course, I screamed yes.  
 
    Now here we were in Cabo exchanging vows at sunset with the crisp, warm waves lapping at our feet.  
 
    Gray Ellison knew how to get shit done when he wanted something.  
 
    And he wanted me all to himself.  
 
    “I love you,” Gray whispered against my lips. I smiled and kissed him again because I couldn’t help myself. We’d been inseparable these last weeks and I didn’t see anything changing about that in the future. We loved being together in our own little addictive bubble.  
 
    Something stirred the air even as the sun dipped behind the horizon. 
 
    Anticipation. 
 
    Hunger. 
 
    Love. 
 
    I couldn’t wait to get him alone.  
 
    “I love you, sugar D.” My mouth nuzzled his. 
 
    We were a team of two. The Ellison’s.  
 
    Hell yeah, I’m taking his name.  
 
    Rivera was never good luck for me and I wanted nothing but fortune for the rest of our lives. 
 
    The applause from behind stopped me from deepening our kiss and asking him to fuck me right there on the sand.  
 
    Gray’s parents and siblings. 
 
    And more of a surprise than Gray proposing, my mom had taken the trip with us too. I was so proud of her. More so that she was checking into a facility at the end of the week in Texas to help with her mental health problems. She enfolded me in a hug. “Are you happy, sweetie?”  
 
    My beautiful man had asked her permission to marry me. Not that I think anything would have stopped him even if he hadn’t been granted consent. I loved that Gray included my mom. It was on his suggestion, after much research, that he’d showed her the health facility. I loved him more because he cared for her too. 
 
    “So much, ma.” I answered. 
 
    I didn’t invite my father to our wedding. It was too soon. He’d contacted me several times now and we’d had short, faltering talks, but as far as having him in my life on a regular basis I wasn’t ready. Might never be and he would have to accept that.  
 
    Plus, could you imagine Gray’s ex at our wedding? Eh, no thanks. I’m not that forgiving or nice to have that kind of incestuous entanglement on my big day.  
 
    My eyes drew back to my man getting hugged by his family. It was my turn next. His mom had welcomed me like a long-lost daughter as though we’d been best friends for years. No wonder I stood no chance against Gray, he’d inherited that kind of tenacity from his mom. 
 
    I was back in Gray’s arms seconds later and I sighed content. 
 
    He looked so fucking handsome in his white shirt and light-colored pants. He had bones I wanted to jump.  
 
    I nuzzled the patch of skin exposed at his throat. 
 
    “Behave, wife.” He warned, smiling and he palmed my butt.  
 
    “Already with the bossy rules. I think I made a mistake.” I huffed as we walked up the beach to where we had a wedding dinner waiting for us at our private villa.  
 
    “I can hear you thinking, and it’s nothing good.” 
 
    “It’s not. You should put me to bed right now without any dinner.” I insisted, winding my arm around his waist. My other stroking the flatness of his belly. Stirring him up. I couldn’t stop looking at the platinum ring he’d slid onto my finger next to the huge diamond he’d given me four weeks ago.  
 
    “Your bad-girl thoughts are making me hard in public.” He rasped out of earshot of those up ahead and he kissed the side of my neck. “We’ll eat, kick everyone out then you can fuck all that bad on top of me, baby-girl. Seal me in tight. Make me your husband in every way possible.” 
 
    “God. Yes, please, Grayson.” I moaned as he savaged my neck with rough expertise. Every swipe of his mouth reignited our brand of throbbing passion. I felt it in the gusts of my breath I let go when he finally released my neck from the torture of his mouth. Seriously, it’s not the Cabo heat that will kill me, It’s Gray and waiting to tear into his clothes.  
 
    Some could say we rushed into getting married, ask us if we care for anyone’s opinion.   
 
    The moment all my barriers were down I knew I couldn’t do without him.  
 
    Not for a minute. Not for a day.  
 
    I wanted to be where Gray was and since he’d been plotting a proposal for weeks previous he certainly felt the same.  
 
    We’d gotten eye rolls from his bandmate Cal, but who the hell cared what a damn rock star wannabe said about us getting married? The guy still irritated me and probably always would with his backhanded jibes. But I gave as good as I got. The guy had big fucking issues if you asked me.  
 
    “You are a cruel sugar daddy,” I tsked, looping my arms around his neck. “Carry me, please?”  
 
    I was swept up into his arms instantly.  
 
    I was Gray-drunk and wet by the time I was back on my feet.  
 
    “Welcome to the rest of our lives, baby-girl,” he smiled, nuzzling my nose with his, giving me a little kiss that wasn’t enough for either of us.  
 
    We’d sneak off soon, I knew that much. 
 
    Two savages couldn’t keep their hands to themselves for long.  
 
    I stayed on Gray’s lap, being fed morsels of desserts and breads slathered in dips.  
 
    We kissed, and we whispered love things to each other throughout the meal where I blocked out the excited exchange between parents about grandkids. 
 
    We’d had that talk when I’d told Gray I didn’t want kids. 
 
    I still want you. He’d told me. And that was that.  
 
    All I could see was Gray. All I felt was Gray.  
 
    I fell in love in my mid-twenties and it turned out to be my first and greatest love of my life.  
 
    The rest of my life with this sweet guy? I’d take it in both hands and never let go. Because when a gaping hole in my life had opened he’d slotted right into place and fit himself to all my broken pieces and made me feel whole again. 
 
     “My sweet man.” I kissed into his mouth, fingers tangled into the back of his hair.  
 
    “Always going to be your cereal dealer, baby-girl.” He grinned seriously. 
 
    That was me and Gray.  
 
    Sometimes you had to take a risk and open the door to the storm because what came through was so fucking sweet it was mind blowing.  
 
    His hands squeezed my butt delicately subtle beneath the table and now I just had to find a way to get rid of these people, so I could storm Gray’s brains out.  
 
    Sugar daddy had a starving baby to keep satisfied.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    THREE YEARS LATER 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Most days I woke floating, unable to believe this was my life now.  
 
    I’d waited for my anxiety impulses to return and send me running back to a life I didn’t really enjoy.  
 
    But here I was, every day, happy as a bee fucking his queen on a bed of pollen.  
 
    This bubbling happiness in my chest was something I still wondered if maybe I dreamed it.  
 
    But then Gray smirks his rock star smile, both tender and roguish at the same time over the rim of his coffee each morning while I shovel in whatever cereal he’s bought me that week and it became crystal clear.  
 
    We’re so fucking happy it’s sickening. 
 
    There was no complaining when a man like Gray found and claimed me.  
 
    He found me, and he claimed me because I was his.  
 
    He grunted it often enough when he was taking me from behind.  
 
    Really, we’re one of those couples.  
 
    The ones you stink-eye in the street for being too lovey. 
 
    Ask us if we care? Fuck you, we do not.  
 
    But happy was such a thin word to describe what I’d felt all these years even when we had up’s and downs. And we still had downs. I wasn’t miraculously perfect, and neither was my Gray.  
 
    It paled into the background when I knew how deliriously peaceful Gray and our life together made me.  
 
    My heart no longer ached like it once did.  
 
    I visited Jacky’s grave regularly now. We had good talks and though I missed my baby brother, the hurt on my soul lessened each time. I believed we’d eat cereal together again one day and it would be just as awesome as the first time.  
 
    I realized I could be happy without the guilt and still know I loved that little boy with all my heart. Jacky knew it.  
 
    Mom’s life rapidly changed after rehab. She got a job. Found romance with a guy called Hank who adored her something silly and she’d sold the family home and they now lived closer to the city, so we met up all the time and she was even friends with Gray’s parents.  
 
    It is crazy how things could change in such a small amount of time.  
 
    It wasn’t too late to crawl out of the darkness.  
 
    And after so much pain we’d both earned the sun.   
 
    We had Gray to thank for it too.  
 
    My superman sugar daddy. He was my best friend and savior. 
 
    Dad allowed me to see Justin and we were at the point my younger brother stayed at our house occasionally. Not to say I had a great relationship with my father, but it was open communication now. I was more receptive to fixing our relationship than I once would have been. Dahlia is … Dahlia. They appeared to be in love. But as for being friends with her … I haven’t changed that much. I’m still an outspoken bitch who would rip her eyes out if she even looked at my Gray wrong, so we kept it civil, that’s as best as I could do.  
 
    We have a normal … amazing life together.  
 
    My man still sells his shoes, he’s so popular that even I have to wait sometimes to get the pair I want, which I’ve complained about.  
 
    I am the one giving him blowjobs, where’s the nepotism? 
 
    Happiness came slowly then all at once and I waded in the deep end.  
 
    Look, I’m not saying Gray was perfect.  
 
    But that man was completely perfect for me. 
 
    I wanted what every woman wanted in the end.  
 
    For her man to know he hung the moon.  
 
    He gave me unconditional, patient love.  
 
    A love so quiet it sneaked into my heart and took up root so that every branch I have now was Gray.  
 
    I love him. I love him. I fucking adore that man.  
 
    My rock star sugar daddy.  
 
    The man is my everything and I give no fucks who knows it.   
 
     “It’d be nice if you concentrated while I tried to fuck you, India.”  
 
    The love of my crazy life grunted next to my ear as he and his dirty-shoving hips brought me out of my head and put me back in our bed. 
 
    God, it was so early.  
 
    Why he insisted on waking me before God had risen was beyond me.  
 
    But I never complained. 
 
    Not when he cuddled me close. 
 
    Or fucked me hard. 
 
    We were still ravenously obsessed in each other.  
 
    “I’m sorry,” I moaned laughing a little as I got with the program and wrapped like a horny vine around his hard body, lifting to his down thrusts. “I’m here. God, Grayson. Please.” 
 
    He knew what I needed and ate the rest of my words in a dirty, consumed kiss until my mouth was dry and my pussy soaked.  
 
    He always knew what I needed even before I did and every worshipped inch of me flamed when he flipped me over and crawled over my back. 



  
 
    GRAY 
 
      
 
    It’s one of those mornings where I needed to fuck my girl fast. With her cheek pressed into the soft sheets, nails digging into the mattress for purchase, bumping up her little hips urging me to go harder, there’s no choice but to take her fast.  
 
    I bore down, grinding all of me into her as deep as I could go.  
 
    The electric current shooting through my legs.  
 
    My climax wasn’t far off. It never was.  
 
    She continued to drive me out of my mind.  
 
    “Get there for me, baby-girl. We don’t have the time to fuck slowly, not when your hellions will be awake soon and crying at the door.” 
 
    Around her moan India still managed to send me a shooting glare over her shoulder. “Why are they only my hellions when they’re noisy?”  
 
    “Don’t try and put the blame on me for how spoiled Vinny and Billy are. That’s all on you.”  
 
    She huffed, and I gave her a hard shove. The energy surrounding us crackled. We caused so much fucking heat and passion it was a wonder our bed didn’t catch ablaze. 
 
    “Oh, god. I need my sugar D’s dick.” 
 
    I grunted. “Giving you it, baby. Take it all.” 
 
    I caught at her neck, working her into sobbing her climax into the pillows, she was so responsive on a morning, I loved waking her with my mouth and feeling how she softened her body and spread her legs and welcomed me home even before her pretty girl eyes had opened. 
 
    My girl. My fucking perfect, lovable, mean-girl was forever the light of my existence.  
 
    We fought, we bickered, we loved like no other. We didn’t go to bed on an argument. No, we stayed up and hate-fucked all night long until neither of us remembered why we’d argued to begin with.  
 
    When India was in one of her mean moods, the ones that turned me on and had me panting hard in seconds, I made sure to clear my schedule, because I knew one thing; she’d be using me good and hard that day to assuage all her frustrations and I was just the man for that job.  
 
    I took my job of taking care of her seriously. 
 
    Her needs were my needs. 
 
    If my India wasn’t happy then I was a fucking bear until I saw her smile.  
 
    It's impossible to describe our bond.  
 
    The bond I felt instantly and knew she was mine and I was hers and somehow, we’d be together.  
 
    We’re too great for words, we’re a thrumming feeling that never quit.  
 
    She could decide to run one day, and I’d chase her until she learned to trust the one man who would sacrifice the world for her.  
 
    On cue we heard the noise outside of our bedroom door and she moaned. She always needed more once I’d made her come, so I slipped my hand between her and the bed and strummed her swollen clit as I swelled impossibly bigger inside her and poured all my love into her as she shattered around my cock. 
 
    Holy fuck. She felt too good.  
 
    “Grayson,” her pleasure-soaked whine hit me in the heart. And before I could move she’d flipped to her back and curled into me, nuzzling me all over. 
 
    When my girl got sweet she was pure cane sugar.  
 
    Loved the hell out of my woman until I couldn’t take a breath without knowing she’s close by. 
 
    Addicted? Fuck yeah, I am.  
 
    And it only took several hundred boxes of cereal to win her heart.  
 
    Best thing I’ve ever spent money on.  
 
    She’s mine. 
 
    I’m hers. 
 
    And we’re happy.  
 
    India was the love of my life before I even knew her. 
 
    One look at her through a pane of glass while she laughed and drank coffee with her friend and I was gone. A bolt of heat into my chest and I knew, cheesy as it sounded, she was the love of my life.  
 
    “I’ll let them in.” I said rolling off the bed.  
 
    Seconds later, two little assholes known better as India’s other loves of her life trotted into the room where they tried and failed to jump onto the platform bed.  
 
    I scowled sighing, padding over and I lifted first Vinny, the elder of the two Yorkshire Terrier pups onto the bed and then his brother Billy to jump and bark all over a laughing India who cuddled them like she hadn’t seen them in a month. 
 
    Little needy assholes made me jealous sometimes of the love my girl lavished on them. Who was I kidding. I loved the boys too. Didn’t mean I didn’t want to lock them in the laundry room so I could lick all over India myself…  
 
    Hells sake, they had a bigger clothes closet than we did.  
 
    Outfits for every day of the week and special beds in their own room.  
 
    Toys like we had a house full of kids and their own damn Instagram my girl goes nuts over. 
 
    It was love at first sight when she’d seen them advertised for sale.  
 
    How could I say no? I’d give her anything if it made her happy.  
 
    Now we shared our home with two prancing assholes who growled at me if I cuddled their mom. Lucky for me they knew who their alpha was when I slipped back into bed, gathering her close and pointed a finger to the end of the bed. Both boys trotted there, giving me a dirty look but plonked their butts to await breakfast. 
 
    “Daddy is so mean isn’t he, boys?” She laughed. 
 
    “Don’t encourage them, I know you taught them all their mean tricks.” I pinched her side.  
 
    There’s no question about it that I’m obsessed with her. Unapologetically so. When you find the one who made your heart soar and gave you the reason you’re on this earth you don’t tell the world you’re sorry for moving mountains to make her smile. 
 
    India smiled and I’m alive. 
 
    It’s that simple. 
 
    We might not have been conventional. I admit I went all out to win her around, some would say unethical to use her situation to my advantage. We existed for a while in a dubious zone. 
 
    Were we sugar daddy and sugar baby? 
 
    India liked to tease me, and I found I liked her teasing. 
 
    I’d be anything she asked of me. Give her the world and stand back and watch her bask in the brightness. 
 
    Does that make me her sugar daddy? I’m good with that. Really fucking good. I get to crawl into bed every night with the hottest woman on the planet.  
 
    I somehow got the better end of our bargain I think. 
 
    I’m a guy, my needs are simple. And now all my needs revolved around India. 
 
    She’s the sun, the moon, the solar system and my oxygen. 
 
    She’s the personification of love. India made up every molecule of ecstasy. 
 
    I didn’t know what my life would have been like without her in it. I know what it was like before her, and it’s nothing compared to now.  
 
    Because I’m more in love with the woman in my arms than I ever thought possible. 
 
    She’s everything to me. The most important person in my life. 
 
    The two assholes are a close second.  
 
    “Hey, rock star, daydreaming about me again?” 
 
    A little satisfied smile played around the edges of her mouth, sending the hungry organ in my chest traveling in a ricochet pattern. I liked seeing her happy way too much. And it occurred to me I liked it even more that I was the one who made her that way. 
 
    Making India Ellison happy seemed a good fucking vocation in life. Especially when she flashed me that smile of hers.  
 
    “Always am, baby. Come crawl on top of me, give me some of that sugar I like.”   
 
    As always, waiting three seconds for her to move took too long and I grabbed her onto my lap.  
 
    “Impatient,” she chided. Hands in my hair. Mouth on mine. Pussy pressed to my groin soaking me in her previous pleasure.  
 
    Fuck. I was a lucky man.  
 
    “Now,” she purred, sucking on my tongue, sending fresh heat to my dick. I was gonna have to kick the boys out in a second. Watching me ride their mom was not something I needed to wonder if I’d have to buy them doggy therapy. “How much sweet can a rock star handle I wonder?” She teased me even as she matched my frenzy and energy to satiate each other. 
 
    All of it.  
 
    I’d take every drop she had because she would forever be my always. 
 
    My girl might call me her sweet man. 
 
    But it was India who was all sugar.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    THE END 
 
      
 
    PS. Vinny and Billy were not traumatized that day. Or any other day their dad railed endless sugar on their mom in every room of their house.  
 
    And that one time at the doggy park.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    More to come from the From Manhattan series in 2019. All Standalone novels and different couples.  
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    Thank you to the readers who saw something in that very small meet-cute between Gray and India in the Taboo love Duet. It was your enthusiasm and messages wanting more about this sugar couple that sparked their whole romance. Because of you these two now have their happily ever after. I’m thrilled I could deliver not only the party girl, but the real girl underneath and show that everyone deserves to be loved for who they are at their rawest. It was a personal experience writing about a woman who hid her anxiety from everyone she loved. I hope on some level you can relate to her and understand it does get better.  
 
      
 
    I owe a debt of gratitude and a ton of Preacher flavored coffee to Elisha who is always the first one to lay eyes on my books. Her meticulous beta proof reading and honest opinions means my readers don’t ever see the first crappy drafts. Thank you so much, E, you are amazing.  
 
      
 
    CB, my cup runneth over for the steadfast way you all go about promo-pimp my books on social media continuously and look after the readers group when I’m swamped in words. Thank you! I couldn’t do this without you. Hawk loves you.  
 
      
 
    Laura and Jenn. Epic street team. EpicER (is that a word?) friends and committed Hawk supporters. Love you girls.  
 
      
 
    Tamara, you’ve been with me since the beginning and I’m so grateful for every time you mention my books. But more so for the friendship we have where we can talk about anything and everything. Reaper is waiting for you.  
 
      
 
    My biker babes. Every single one of you spectacular ladies. We have an amazing little squad that makes every day fun and silly and not just because of the gorgeous Instagram boys you post for my entertainment. My heroes exist because of your love for them. Whichever boy you love best, he belongs to you.  
 
      
 
    Last, but not least. AJ Daniels and Lauren Cooper. I love that we’ve connected because of this author life we have. Talking to you girls every day about our writer struggles or just having a naughty giggle together is always a highlight for me. I hope our writer coven lives long.  
 
      
 
      
 
    Readers, if you enjoyed this book, I’d love if you could leave a little review on Amazon and Goodreads. It would mean a lot. Thank you!  
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    Renegade Souls MC Romance Saga Series: 
 
    Dirty Salvation 
 
    Preacher Man 
 
    Tracking Luxe 
 
    Hades Novella 
 
    Filthy Love 
 
      
 
    Do you want to read Noah and Sena’s story? 
 
    Taboo Love Duet: 
 
    It Was Love  
 
    It Was Always Love 
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Website: HERE 
 
    Author Facebook: HERE 
 
    Readers Group: HERE 
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