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Author’s Note
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Indecent Intentions:

The Bet
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Chapter 1 

 

LUKE

 

“Are you crazy? Ten thousand dollars?” Luke’s voice echoed disbelief. 

“That’s right. Ten thousand dollars that I can get that girl into my bed,” his friend declared. 

“I don’t want you to do anything stupid,” Luke warned. He didn’t like the sound of this. Flirting with a woman was one thing, but placing a $10K bet in order to get her into bed? That was insane. Even he didn’t play that dirty. He looked at Xavier as if he’d lost all commonsense. 

“All above board, dude,” his friend replied with a cocky grin. “I don’t ever use force. She’ll want it by the time I’m finished with her.”

“Ten thousand?” Luke blinked again. 

“You called it.”

“No, you called it.”

Xavier Stone was unbelievable. He threw money around like confetti, and he could be a real dick sometimes. Luke—even if he didn’t respect women the way most men should—even he wouldn’t stoop so low as to place a bet to get someone into his bed. 

Women, dating, sex, relationships; these things were of no importance to him, and often the order in which they came into his life wasn’t worthy of much thought. He would never waste time on shit like that. But building his business and his real estate empire? That took all of his time and energy. 

Xavier’s problem was that he needed to be wanted. 

Whereas Luke didn’t give a shit about these things. 

“You provoked me,” Xavier asserted.

“Didn’t realize your esteem was so fragile,” Luke threw back at him. But he also felt sorry for the guy. It couldn’t be easy being a younger brother to Tobias Stone—the Wall Street genius who could do no wrong. 

“It’s not,” Xavier shot back.

What was the point of even discussing this? Xavier had clearly made up his mind, and he would no doubt spend the next few months chasing this poor girl until she gave in. Still, Luke didn’t like the sound of this. He liked Izzy—she was the au pair to Jacob, Tobias’s new step-son as of this morning. The billionaire hedge-fund owner had married the boy’s mother, here on his idyllic, private island in Fiji. Luke’s job, as the owner of one of the most popular and upscale bars in New York, had been to take care of the drinks for the four-day wedding extravaganza. 

“Is there a time limit to this crazy bet?”

“A month,” Xavier replied.

 “What if she’s already got a boyfriend?” he asked, hoping to throw Xavier off the crazy idea. Izzy seemed nice enough, and he didn’t like the idea of Xavier hitting on someone as naïve as her. She was pleasant, and nothing like the usual airheads Xavier ended up with. 

“She hasn’t. I overheard her talking to Savannah. Anyway, are you chickening out now?”

“No.” Luke eyed him for the longest time, knowing that his chances for dissuading Xavier were slim. “A month doesn’t seem like enough time, and I’d hate for you to do something stupid.”

“I’m not going to do anything stupid. I don’t know what you take me for.” 

An idiot, thought Luke, but he didn’t say anything. Xavier didn’t think with his brain, he thought with his dick, and Luke hoped some other tall, thin and vacuous distraction would come along and make Xavier ditch his bet.  

“Three months, then, if it makes you feel better,” said Xavier, exhaling loudly as if he was irritated. “But I doubt I’ll need that long. Watch and learn, dude. Watch and learn.”

“You’re an idiot,” Luke declared, wishing that Xavier would go to bed before he came up with any more hair-brain ideas. “Listen, buddy. How about you go straight to bed alone? Try it. You might like it. And when you wake up in the morning you’ll see what a stupid idea this was.”

“It’s not a stupid idea.”

This was debatable, but arguing about it wouldn’t change a thing. Instead, he seized Xavier’s empty glass. “Bed,” he said, forcefully, but with a smile. 

“Dude,” said Xavier, sliding off the bar stool. “I’m going to wake up in the morning and show you how easily it’s done.”

“I look forward to watching a grand master at work.” 

“Jeez,” said Xavier, rising to his feet unsteadily. “How many fucking tequilas did you give me?”

“I told you enough was enough, but you wouldn’t listen. You’ve had too much, so do me a favor, pal, and go to bed.”

Xavier placed his hand around his stomach. 

“And don’t go throwing up here,” Luke complained, walking towards his friend in case he toppled over.

“I’m fine,” Xavier replied. “Jeez. I’m going straight to bed.”

“Alone,” Luke reiterated.

Xavier walked away, raising his hand up, whether to signify that he was fine, or that he was going or what, Luke didn’t know. But he stood there watching, checking to see that Xavier walked towards the main villa, and didn’t detour towards any women nearby. 

The idiot. Luke loved the guy like a brother, but there was a world of difference between him and Xavier, even though they both had older brothers. But that was where the similarity ended. 

The Stone brothers were different, and even though Xavier seemed eclipsed by Tobias’s success, the two brothers seemed to have a decent enough relationship. 

The Hunters were different. There was no love lost between him and that idiot brother of his. Luke had stopped giving a shit about Travis Hunter years ago. His brother could go and burn in the same raging hell he hoped his father would end up in one day.  

A vibration in the back pocket of his jeans alerted him, and he fished out his cell phone.

Marie. 

He smiled, then glanced at his watch. She was in early today, taking care of things at The Oasis, one of his clubs in New York. She had no fixed start and finish times, but she always did her hours and often worked overtime, too. A single mom with two teenage children, she was probably his closest confidante, as far as the business went. 

“Early shift today?” he asked, raising his hand to let the other bartenders know he was taking a call. 

“Yes. Is this a good time? I don’t want to interrupt the party or anything.”

He walked away from the bar towards a quieter part of the beach. Over the other side, it was still busy. Tobias and Savannah’s wedding had finished hours ago, and it was almost midnight, but the party was still in full swing and showed no signs of ending soon.

“It’s as good a time as any. The party isn’t going to wind down yet.”

“It’ll be a long night, then?”

He looked around at the guests who were everywhere. “Nobody’s going to bed yet.” Although he hoped Xavier had heeded his advice.

“How was the wedding?” Marie asked. 

“Great.”

“Care to share any details? Photos even?”

“Not really. You know weddings aren’t my thing.” Fuck weddings.

“It was wasted on you.”

“I’m here to work, not watch the wedding. Tobias is happy with our service and that’s all that matters.”

“You should have sent me,” said Marie.

“Then Tobias might not have been as thrilled with our service.”

She tut-tutted loudly. “I would have done a stellar job, and you know it.” 

He couldn’t argue with that. 

“And, I could have told you what everyone was wearing, and how they were behaving, and ensured our service was stellar,” Marie added, a boastful tone to her voice

“I have no doubt.” 

“So, uh … did Savannah have any single girlfriends? Did you meet anyone nice?”

And there it was. Marie fishing for information. While she might have been interested in the particulars of the wedding, he knew where her real interest lay. “I wasn’t looking,” he replied, gruffly. “I was there to work.” 

“It must have been beautiful?” Marie persisted.

“It was.” But he was here to ensure that the drink flowed freely, and he’d done that. 

As far as weddings went, this one had been spectacular. Nothing ostentatious, or over-the-top crass, but beautiful, but he wasn’t about to tell Marie that. “You didn’t call to ask about the wedding, did you?”

“I wouldn’t waste my time. Besides, you can tell me everything when you get back. Rumor has it that a new site on Canal Street is going to come on the market in a couple of weeks.”

Canal Street? “I want it.” He had been on the lookout for a building to come up for sale in Tribeca. A bar or club there would never fail. 

“I haven’t told you anything about it, yet,” Marie protested. 

“You don’t have to. I still want it.”

“Even if it’s got mold and subsidence?”

“Problems can be fixed.” A bar on Canal Street would be a major achievement. Not bad for a guy who had yet to turn thirty in three years’ time. He’d already shown his father that he could cope on his own; he’d been doing so ever since he’d been thrown out of the family home at seventeen and had moved in with Travis. 

Three years later, after he and Travis fell out over a girl, he left his brother’s apartment, too. 

“I knew you’d be interested. I’ll look out for it and arrange a viewing as soon as it’s available.”

“Thanks.”

Marie was a godsend. Who else would he have left in charge in his absence? It was only because of her that he had been able to go to a private island for a few days, effectively becoming one of the highest paid mixologists in New York, albeit temporarily. 

“Everything running smoothly?” he asked, swatting what was probably a mosquito at the back of his shoulder. 

“Of course.”

“Anything else I need to know about?”

“You’ve only been gone a few days. Relax,” Marie told him. “The Oasis isn’t about to collapse. It’s in my capable hands.”

“I know. That’s why I left you in charge.”

“Be good,” she said.

“I’m always good.”

“That’s debatable.” She chuckled and hung up, leaving him with a grin on his face. 

No matter what, he intended to get this new place, even if it meant he’d have to pay through the nose for it. Canal Street was prime real estate. Anything he set down there—a bar and club similar to The Oasis and The Vault—would make money, hand over fist. If he managed to get it, the Canal Street site would be another jewel in his empire and after that, maybe he would have a similar operation in Miami in the summer, and LA at the end of next year. 

He looked up, startled by the sound of a kid laughing. Really, really laughing. 

Jacob, Tobias’s new step-son, was walking along the beach with his nanny, Izzy, following behind him with a cocktail in her hand.

She smiled as she walked up to him. “They let you escape from your bar?” she asked, moving the brightly colored cocktail umbrella out of the way, before lifting the glass to her lips. 

“I had to take a call.” He liked Izzy. She was cool. Easy-going and friendly, but not in an obvious want-to-get-to-know-you better way. She didn’t strike him as the kind of girl who had ulterior motives, and in his line of work he’d seen plenty of that around; sexy young women on the arms of Wall Street banker boys flashing their plastic cards.

“What’s that?” he asked, curious. 

“A Mockmosa, at least that’s what the other bartender told me.”

“Ah.” Mimosa but without the alcohol. 

“It’s not as tasty as the one you whipped up yesterday.”

“Come over to the bar,” he offered, “and I’ll make you another one.” But Izzy was watching Jacob who had wandered over to the tables where Tobias and Savannah were sitting. 

“No thank you, this one will keep me going. Jacob’s insisting that he wants to stay up all night, but I don’t think so.”

“He might surprise you.” The kid looked happy enough, though he was rubbing his eyes now and sitting on Tobias’s lap. 

“He’s like one of those battery charged bunnies,” she said. “I’ve never seen him this high before.”

“Looks to me as if he’s fighting his sleep.”

“You could be right,” Izzy agreed. “I’d better go get him. I’ll have one of your cocktails tomorrow, maybe.”

“You know where to find me.”

“I sure do,” she answered, “Goodnight.” For a brief moment he was thrown into a quandary. Should he tell her about Xavier’s bet? But his loyalty to his friend reared its head and prevented him. He just hoped that Xavier would forget about the ridiculous idea by the time he woke up tomorrow. 

“’Night,” he said, his eyes fixed on Tobias and his step-son. It was obvious that Tobias was going to make a great dad. Luke couldn’t remember the last time he’d spoken to his father, and was certain he’d never had such close contact as that. 

Sitting on his father’s lap? Never. The only reason he knew the bastard was still alive was because his sister would have called immediately to tell him that he’d passed away.

Luke wasn’t so sure he’d be too upset by the news. He could never forgive. Some things were etched on his mind like markings in stone. Hard to shift, hard to erase, impossible to forget. 

He preferred to forget, and sometimes, he managed to. Raking his hand through his hair, he looked over at the dance floor and to see Tobias leading Savannah towards the middle of the floor. 

He had to hand it to them, they made a nice couple, and maybe they would end up being happy forever. He wondered if his mother had had the same dreams on her wedding day.

Romance was an illusory illness. Some recovered from it, some didn’t.

His sister hadn’t learned a damn thing. Her head was filled with ideas for her second wedding, and she was all loved up and living on cloud nine, again. Amanda constantly told him he needed to enjoy life, to not work, work, work all the time. But, what did she know?

Something knotted in the pit of his stomach, and he steeled himself for the inevitable family gathering.

 

 


Chapter 2 

 

KAY

 

“What a beautiful couple,” Kay’s mother remarked, her face lighting up with pride and admiration. For a moment Kay thought she was going to cry. 

Her heart lurched. She didn’t want to hear the inevitable questions. “Aren’t they?” she replied, knocking back her champagne. It was the only way to get through this. 

Tobias and Savannah were on the dance floor again with eyes only for each other. Everyone watched the beautiful, and so-sickeningly-obvious head-over-heels-in-love couple glide on air. 

Kay observed the rapt looks on the faces of her mother and Savannah’s parents. She’d made the huge mistake of sitting with them, and had only done so because she’d seen Xavier at the bar and she was eager to avoid him.  

Get me out of here.

As much as she loved her cousin, she couldn’t help but feel a tiny bit envious. She wanted that. Not right now, not today, not this month, or this year, but eventually. Despite what she said to her friends, and to Savannah, and despite her easy-come-easy-go attitude towards men, what she wanted, one day, in the not-too-distant future, was everlasting love, and marriage, and commitment.

She wanted forever, even if she wasn’t yet putting out the right signals to attract the right things.  

She didn’t need a rich guy because she wasn’t penniless, but if he was rich, it wasn’t a bad thing. The security she craved wasn’t financial, it was emotional. She was an independent woman with a great career; one which sucked the life out of her, yes, but she partied as hard as she worked to make up for it. 

What she needed, wanted and hoped for, was a man to be her counterpart, to support her, and be there for her. 

She didn’t need a man to rescue her, she just needed him to treat her right.

Of course, the future couldn’t be predicted, but who, looking at Tobias and Savannah, would wish anything less for that couple? 

She could continue having fun, but none of her fun times had ever resulted in meeting anyone who had made her believe that ‘he was the one.’ She needed another single man just like Tobias. 

As she set off for the wedding, she’d had designs on Xavier. The younger brother was rich, handsome and undeniably sexy. He’d seemed like the next best catch, especially now that his brother was no longer single. Unfortunately, she had found out the hard way that Xavier wasn’t quite the man she had imagined him to be. The testosterone rolling off him in waves should have been a stark warning.

“They look so happy together,” her mother cooed.

“They would, Mom. They just got married.” Kay’s insides pinched together as she braced herself for the inevitable question. Would it be too obvious if she got up now and wandered away? 

“It would be lovely if you settled down soon. Don’t leave it too late, will you, dear?”

It wasn’t a secret that her mother’s dearest wish was for Kay to settle down. Her mother didn’t understand and no amount of explanation seemed to help. Working long hours at the investment bank didn’t leave much time for anything else, and working in Hong Kong, where she had spent most of last year, hadn’t helped her dating prospects much.

Savannah’s parents looked at her apologetically. 

“She’ll settle down when the time is right, Sylvie,” said Aunt Jean.  

“You tell her, Aunt Jean.”

She wished her mother could be as understanding as Savannah’s mother was. Both sisters, they shared similar traits in many respects, but her mother seemed to be caught up in the same happy-envy that had dogged Kay for most of the day. The wedding had long finished and everyone had spent most of the day, and now the night, celebrating the wedding. 

The happy couple had invited close family and friends to their beautiful private island in Fiji, and it was impossible not to be in awe of the new world that Savannah had now stepped into through her marriage to Tobias. From his condo, and his homes around the world, his private jet, and this island,  as well as the new multi-million dollar mansion home on which Tobias had lavished millions of dollars on in refurbishments, it all seemed surreal. 

The splendor of Savannah’s new world was unlike anything that Kay had ever read or dreamed about, even in those celebrity magazines which she had stopped reading. She had also stopped following those Most-Eligible-Bachelor lists, and blindly buying celebrity magazines in order to keep up-to-date with A and B-lister gossip. 

“What about Tobias’s brother?” her mother asked, after a few peaceful moments had passed. 

The apple obviously didn’t fall far from the tree. 

“Mom!” she hissed, hoping that nobody had heard her. “Stop trying to fix me up.”  It was one thing Kay herself having an ulterior motive for wanting to get to know Xavier, but it was something else to hear her mother saying it out aloud. 

“But why not? His brother is just as good looking.”

“No.” 

No. No. No.

Her insides knotted together, and it wasn’t due to the copious glasses of champagne, or the seafood entrees. “Can we not talk about my love life?

Uncle Dale and Aunt Jean were walking towards the dance floor hand in hand. Sweet, she thought, watching them. She could see her mother’s sadness written all over her face. Her father had passed away a few weeks before she had graduated from college. The lung cancer had taken him much too soon. Receiving her college degree had been a bittersweet moment, and in the end, her mother had attended, with Savannah’s parents there for support. There had been no-one since, and her mother hadn’t expressed any interest in meeting anyone new. 

She seemed content with her life, and maybe it wasn’t so surprising that days like today made her slightly wistful, and wish for Kay to find someone. 

 “I wasn’t talking about your love life. I was only saying that it was about time you—”

“Mom. Please.”

Her mother let out an angry breath and looked away. “They’re perfect for one another. Perfect. Why you don’t want that, I don’t know.”

Kay stared in front at the happy newly married couple. Marrying New York’s most eligible billionaire was a dream come true, for sure. 

No wonder Savannah looked so happy. 

Her life was complete and she would never have to worry again. She had achieved the impossible. Not only had she been married before, she also had a kid, and she had been married to a pig. But she had come to New York penniless, and had managed to win the heart of the city’s most eligible bachelor. 

If Savannah Page could do that, there was no reason why she couldn’t.

Not that her cousin had ever worried much about men or her love life. Savannah, in complete contrast to Kay, had worried about money, and debt, and Jacob, whereas Kay had no debt, had plenty of money, worked hard, had a great job. 

Yet her love-life was in tatters. 

She had experienced a couple of short flings in Hong Kong. They had been nothing serious, and more to help her pass the time with. 

But things hadn't fared any better since she’d returned to New York. She'd met up with one of her ex-boyfriends a few times. Dean had been the closest she had ever come to serious, and when he’d called her a few months ago, she’d gone running back instead of heeding Savannah’s advice. He had used her for a weekend, and then discarded her just as easily. So much for ‘talking’, and a possible reconciliation. 

She never learned.

A booty call, Savannah had said later, when she had confided in her cousin. So when her mother talked about Xavier Stone being a possible future prospect, it was the last thing she wanted to hear. She had already tried to make conversation with Xavier. Tried and failed. Made out with him too, and failed. 

Xavier had spent most of yesterday evening—well, not most, some—showing her card tricks, and they had talked and flirted, and had ended up kissing. She had to give him that—the guy was a good kisser. 

A great kisser.

Things might have progressed to something else had it not been for Tobias showing up out of the blue. As soon as his brother had appeared, Xavier had dropped her like a dirty stone. 

Humiliation washed over her like a dirty rag. He turned his back to her and ignored her completely. She’d left, walked away into the night, back to the beach, and the bar, once more wondering why some girls had all the luck, and why she didn’t.  

Xavier walked into view, standing on the other side of the dance floor and eyeing up all the guests. The sight of him irritated her. The last thing she needed was for him to come over to this table, or for her mother to notice him and wave him over. She couldn’t put it past the woman.

“I’m going to mingle,” she announced, getting up from her chair. 

It was too early to go to bed, too early to be lectured on the virtues of being married, and too early to sit around with a bunch of old people. 

Surely there had to be other good looking guys on the island? 

 

 


Chapter 3

 

LUKE

 

The cousin of the bride was at the bar again. Yesterday she had been reeled in by Xavier’s magic tricks, and no doubt, his charm, but, Luke noted, she blatantly avoided the younger Stone today. 

“What can I get you?” he asked. The good mood she’d been in earlier had disappeared and she now seemed downcast and was trying to hide it. But eyes didn’t lie, and her soft brown ones gave it away. 

“A bloody Mary, please.”

“A bloody Mary, coming right up, but,” his bartender persona switched into gear and he placed his forearms on the bar top, bringing his head down to her level. “Are you sure you wouldn’t want something more adventurous?” 

He had an easy way with girls, and he always attracted their attention, even back at The Oasis, where people knew who he was. He was used to the attention, and used to extricating himself from over-eager customers, but it still never stopped the women from making their intentions known to him. 

Kay’s seemingly melancholy mood, in such stark contrast to how she had been before, piqued his curiosity. This woman looked as if she could do with some company, and a part of him felt sorry for her. She should have been dancing the night away instead of being at the bar alone. 

“I don’t know,” she replied, picking up the cocktail list he’d put together for this event. “What do you recommend?”

“What do you usually like?” Some liked their cocktails to be like milkshakes, others liked them strong and reeking of alcohol. 

“How about a Slow Comfortable Screw Against The Wall?” 

He wasn’t prepared for that one. She held his gaze as the double entendre slipped through his ears and ignited the fire that would give him a boner, if she carried on talking like that. 

“I can get you one of those,” he replied slowly, noting the sudden change in her temperament. Whatever it was that had dampened her mood, seemed to have suddenly disappeared. 

Her full lips parted into a smile. “I look forward to it,” she purred, sending a shooting star of excitement through his body. 

She was forward this one, nothing like Savannah. But he was used to it. It wasn’t the first time he’d had a customer proposition him with one of those. In his line of work, he got chatted up all the time. “Be careful what you wish for,” he replied, returning the smirk. “I’ll whip you up one of those and add my unique twist to it.”

“Whip away,” she replied, leaning forward, the tops of her breasts were pushed up to the hilt and on display in her low-cut fuchsia colored dress. Her dress, and her breasts, were hard to ignore. 

She was obviously looking to make an impression. 

He got busy, making up her cocktail, and threw her a sidelong glance. She looked as if she had the weight of the world on her shoulders, and he wondered if Xavier had had anything to do with this. 

“Here you go,” he said, sliding the glass her way. 

She took a sip, “Hmmm.” She licked her lips suggestively. “It’s delicious. Not too sweet, and not overly alcoholic. Nice. Dangerously nice. Have one with me,” she said, her French manicured nails circling slowly around the rim of the glass. 

He shuddered involuntarily, trying to rein in his response. “I shouldn’t.” He didn’t like to drink on duty, even though he could, because he wasn’t supposed to be on duty. He had simply chosen to be behind the bar because it meant he didn’t get hassled. From behind the safety of the bar enclosure, he could operate in stealth-mode, at a great vantage point, and could easily see and hear most things. It was amazing how much information and secrets people willingly gave up, and how loose their tongues became after a few drinks.

“Please,” she begged, squeezing her shoulders and pushing her breasts together. His heart missed a beat, and the visual created a stirring below. 

Hell. Why not? It was past midnight, and it had been a long day. Everything had gone well, and, importantly, Tobias had been pleased with the service.

“A drink, then,” he said, pouring himself a scotch. 

“No Slow Comfortable Screw Against The Wall for you?” she asked, her eyes falling to his arms, and trailing along his tattoos. 

“I prefer a scotch. Cheers,” he declared, lifting his glass to hers. 

“To Savannah, and Tobias, the happy, happy, happy couple,” she declared.

“Amen.”

“To all the happy couples everywhere,” she added. 

He paused, then followed suit. “To all the happy couples everywhere.” If she believed that shit then who was he to argue? 

“Are you one half of a happy couple?” she asked. And there it was. The question. The one he got asked almost every night he was at the bar. 

“No.” At some point during any of his conversations, this question always reared its head. Women always seemed curious about his status. 

“You must be freaking kidding me,” she shrieked in surprise. “I don’t believe you.”

He forced a smile, almost gave a half-shrug of his shoulders, and noticed her gaze drift over to his biceps and stay there a few seconds. 

“How come?” she asked, clearing her throat, forcing her gaze to his eyes. “How come a good looking guy like you isn’t with anybody?”

“I could say the same about you.” Not because he was interested, but because, what sort of answer could he give to a question like that? He gave her the once over as he lifted the glass to his lips again. Her honey blonde hair framed her face and hung in waves around her shoulders, and yet her eyebrows were a darker shade. He’d bet she wasn’t blonde down there. Not a natural blonde. 

She was obviously not a shrinking wall flower and it was no wonder that she’d caught Xavier’s eye yesterday. If anyone would have been perfect for Xavier, it would have been this woman. He wondered what had gone wrong that Xavier and Kay weren’t even hanging out in the same part of the beach together. 

Except now the guy was going after Izzy.

“I don’t have a good track record with guys. It never lasts. Or, it never leads to anything.” This was the problem with being the guy who served drinks. It made for being a psychotherapist. The keeper of everyone’s drunken secrets and mistakes.

“I don’t believe you,” he told her. Now he was the one flirting, not because he wanted anything to happen, but because he was curious. Some people attracted love, or lust, and some seemed to repel it. He didn’t for one minute believe that Kay found it hard to get a guy.

“Why not? It’s true. I’m not saying it to get your sympathy.”

“I never implied that you were trying to elicit my sympathy,” he said, a flash of real sympathy in his voice. She was pretty, and she had a good figure. An image of the Marilyn Monroe poster in his bedroom during his teen years flashed into his head. Kay might not have been wearing a white halter neck dress, nor had her skirt flying up behind her, but there was something Monroe-esque about her, especially when her breasts looked as if they might tumble out of her dress any moment now.

“Well, it’s true.”

A group of people suddenly filled the bar area and he didn’t want to keep them waiting, even though a couple of the other bartenders were serving. 

He looked at her apologetically. “I’m sorry, but we’re getting busy again.”  It didn’t seem right to walk away now when she seemed to be confiding in him, but he was running a bar, and serving the customers was his main priority. He threw a final glance at her cleavage, then looked away. It wasn’t often a woman caught his attention like that. Something about the sultry night air on this damn island was getting to him. “I’d better tend to these people.”

She nodded, and took another sip of her cocktail. 

It was all hands on deck. People were making the most of the wedding reception, and Tobias’s generosity. Out here in the sultry heat, under the stars and nestled in the Fijian archipelago, Tobias and Savannah’s wedding guests forgot about their jobs and their busy, stressful lives. They were clearly still in the partying mood, and it didn’t matter what time it was. This party was going to go on until the early hours of the morning. 

Being a sober guy working behind the bar allowed him to see people at their most raw and vulnerable form. Alcohol did that. It stripped away people’s layers and exposed their true selves.

As Savannah’s cousin had done. 

When he’d finished serving a couple of people, he couldn’t help but notice her still sitting at the other end of the bar by herself, looking a little lonely even in a sea of people. 

 


Chapter 4 

 

KAY

 

Having fun? How’s it going? How’s the wedding?

Dean’s question-filled text message blinked at her. Sitting by herself at the bar alone, feeling awkward and out of place given that most of the guests were paired up, she had been checking her messages. 

Close family had been allowed to keep their phones on them, unlike the rest of the guests, and for that she was grateful. A cell phone was like a woman’s best friend, especially at times like now when she had nothing to do and nobody to talk to. It was an accessory that made her not look so sad, lonesome, or desperate. 

Most of the messages from her friends had asked the same question. Everyone wanted to know about the wedding of the cousin who had married the billionaire hedge-fund wonder boy. She didn’t bother to reply to any of the others, and deleted Dean’s message.

She stole another look at the bartender who was still at the other end of the bar, serving people. Her gaze lingered over his tattooed arms, and she admired his defined biceps as he lifted his arms to sweep the hair away from his eyes. 

The more she looked at him, the more she found herself unable to look away. 

“What are you doing sitting here all by yourself?” 

She turned around to see Briony, Savannah’s friend from work, standing beside her. “Taking some time out,” she replied, cheering up in an instant. She had come to know Briony and her girlfriend Max well, and enjoyed their company. 

“From what?” Briony asked, then excused herself while she placed an order for her cocktails. 

“From people asking me when I’m going to settle down.”

“Ouch.” Briony made a sympathetic face. “You’ll need another drink, then. What can I get you?”

Kay held up her half-empty cocktail glass. “I’m fine for now, thanks.” Besides, she would rather ask Luke for another drink herself. No point in wasting an opportunity like that.

“Who’s hassling you?” Briony asked, as she waited for her drink. 

“My mother.”

“Ugh.” A drawn out sigh told her that Briony suffered the same. “You too?” 

“Is your mom here?” Kay asked, lifting her cocktail glass to her lips.

“God, no!” Briony looked horrified, as the server placed two drinks in front of her.  “What’s your mom more worried about?” she asked, slipping her fingers around the stems of the cocktail glasses. “Your vagina, or your ovaries?”

Kay almost spat out her drink in shock. She wiped her lips with a napkin. “Huh?”

“Is she worried that your ovaries might be getting old and shriveled, or that you’re allergic to men?”

“I think it’s both, although I’m not a … a … a…” 

“Lesbian, I think, is the word you’re looking for,” offered Briony, helpfully.

Kay faked a smile, feeling foolish, and embarrassed. “Sorry, I didn’t mean to offend you.”

“You didn’t.” Briony cracked a smile. “Come and join us later if you want.” 

“Thanks, I will.”

Another text message appeared, from Dean again:

 

When are you back? Maybe we should hook up?

 

She scowled, wishing she hadn’t run into him at that bar a few weeks ago. The time before that, when she had agreed to meet him because he’d wanted to talk, it had ended up being a booty call. Of course, it hadn’t helped that she was useless at resisting the affections of a good-looking, well-built man. 

And of course, she hated being alone. It didn’t help now that Savannah was paired up. Her singleness could not have been more starkly contrasted.  

And sometimes, she needed comfort. Comfort interspersed with some tender, and some downright dirty moments too. 

It felt good to be wanted.

Savannah had warned her then, but she had ignored her. Her problem was that she never learned, and she wished she could. If only she could exercise restraint. 

Maybe Savannah had a point when she had advised her not to come across and look so desperate. ‘You’ll earn more respect if you play hard to get.’

She looked up, and caught the bartender’s eye. Her lips automatically flashed him a slow, provocative smile, and pushed her cell phone away. Maybe she would take Briony up on her offer, and go and sit with her and her girlfriend; at least she wouldn’t be in any danger of being tempted by Dean. A culmination of pink champagne and too many cocktails was making her feel light-headed and the last thing she wanted to do was sext Dean something stupid while slightly tipsy.

She lifted her head, sensing that she was being watched, and found herself staring directly into the bartender’s sparkling eyes. 

“Trouble?” he asked. 

Adrenaline flooded her brain, and she momentarily forgot how to think, or speak. Freaking hell, this man with his broad, broad shoulders, now held her transfixed with his pointed stare. Her heart did a funny jig inside her chest. 

“Something wrong?” he asked, when she didn’t reply. 

She swallowed, and managed to compose herself. “A nuisance, more like.” 

“A nuisance?”

“An ex-boyfriend.” 

“An ex-boyfriend?” His question, the way he asked it, suddenly made her feel warm and tingly.

He was making small-talk, and bartenders were good at that kind of stuff, but it didn’t hurt to have someone to listen to her, least of all, someone who looked like he did. How had she failed to notice him before? “He’s bugging me.” 

“He’s here?”

“No, he’s back home.”

“And he’s bugging you all the way from there?”

“He wants to know how the wedding went.”

The bartender snorted. “I didn’t think it was such a big deal for a guy to want to know that kind of stuff. My sister’s curious about it, which is to be expected. Girls are nosier.”

“Curious, I think, is the word you’re looking for.”

“You’re putting words in my mouth,” he replied, “I’d go with nosey.” He was making her heart fill up with his soft, low voice. Because even though he was saying normal words, his eyes…freaking hell, those glittering blue eyes, they were looking and making her skin prickle with excitement. 

Unable to resist, she answered, “I wouldn’t dream of putting words in your mouth.” Something else, maybe. Freaking hell. Either he’d doubled up on the alcohol shot in the cocktail he’d made for her, or he was flirting like crazy. For a moment his cool expression seemed to slip, and she didn’t miss the jolt of surprise in his features. 

She smiled, enjoying the power she had in that moment. Savoring the effect her words had on him. He coughed, than ran his hand through his hair, moving the long locks away from his face. It settled back a little, but sooner or later it was going to fall over his forehead again, and he’d lift his arms and do that whole movement all over again. She’d get another glorious shot of his flexed bicep again. “If you knew my sister, you’d go with nosey.”

She smiled at his quick recovery. Usually, she’d have a good retort, some flirty-dirty words to volley back at him, but he hadn’t reciprocated. He hadn’t flirted back. Maybe this one was going to take some extra work, after all, he wasn’t Xavier. The thought of taking up the challenge excited her. “Your sister’s already called you for an update?” she asked, deciding to take a teeny weeny bit of Savannah’s advice and holding back on the innuendo. Although this probably wasn’t what Savannah had in mind when she’d advised her to not come across so desperate, but as far as Kay was concerned, this was a good alternative. 

“She’s super-nosey, wanted pictures and all. I didn’t take any, on account of Tobias’s NDA. The reason she’s interested is because she’d getting married soon,” he explained.

“She is? Awww, that’s nice. When?”

“In the new year, sometime.”

“Awesome.” She finished her cocktail, felt her head slightly spinning, though she wasn’t sure if it was the cocktail, or the effect of having this man’s total attention, and basking in it. “Is she older or—” 

“How comes your ex is calling you?”

She smiled again, a fluttery feeling dancing in her chest at the presumption that he might be interested. It didn’t matter that he’d cut off her question.  

“Why’s he still calling me?” she asked, provocatively, laying a hand on her chest and watching his gaze lower. Because he knows I’ll come running.  That was the obvious answer. Instead she said, “He’s obviously not over me.”

“I can see that. Someone like you probably wouldn’t be so easy to get over.”

A guy wouldn’t say anything like that if he wasn’t interested. She widened her smile and held it there, waiting for him to mirror it and confirm his interest. “You’re saying all the right things,” she told him when the smile didn’t materialize. She leaned forwards slightly, forcing her breathing to calm down. 

This man was interested, but he seemed to be fighting it. He was holding back, and given that he wasn’t coupled, unless he’d lied to her earlier, or that he was gay—something which her gut told her he wasn’t, there was no reason for him to hold back.

He was also holy freaking gorgeous. 

How the hell had she not noticed him before? Piercing blue eyes, broad shoulders, and tattoos on muscled arms. He filled out his black t-shirt well. She would go to bed with happy thoughts tonight, recalling it. 

“It’s my job.”

“Oh.” His answer yanked her back to reality. “I mean,” he placed his forearms down on the bar top again. “You get to know people.” This time his head was once again level with hers. With his face so near, she forgot to breathe. He stared at her, his cool, unhurried gaze, raking over her, playing with her. Flirting and teasing, yet without words. 

Freaking hell.

“I bet you get to know a lot of people,” she murmured, forgetting how to breathe just then. She was vaguely conscious that she wasn’t wearing a bra, and that her pebbled nipples might give her excitement away. 

 “Maybe.” He cupped his chin as if he was thinking it over. “It becomes second nature, being able to read people, and get a vibe from them.” 

She nodded, only because the fog in her brain prevented her from saying anything. He gave her the once over and she instinctively sat up taller, straightening her posture and thrusting her chest out just enough to pull his attention there. His penetrating gaze set off a chain reaction—and the beating of her heart competed with the throbbing between her legs for the most beats per minute. 

“What’s your read on me?” she asked, “Seeing that you’ve been eyeing me up all night.” Her boldness pushed Savannah’s sensible advice into the gutter. 

He covered his mouth with his finger, and she couldn’t work out if he was laughing at her, or with her.  But at least he hadn’t denied that he’d been eyeing her up. 

“You sure you can take it?” he asked, those cool blue eyes burning into her. 

“I can take anything you give me.”

“I wouldn’t be so sure,” he replied. His response, with its subtle challenge, sent shivers scampering along her chest and stomach. She let out a breathless, “Try me.” 

She wished he would. 

“You’re not a wallflower, I would say.”

“I shouldn’t tell you this but my nickname used to be Good-Time-Kay.” 

His eyebrows lifted in surprise.

“I like to party,” she said, dismissing any other notions he might have. He had no idea how stressful her job was, and therefore would never understand her need to have fun when she was out. “Go on,” she said, eager to hear more. “What else?”

“You dress to …impress.”

“To impress?” she grinned. “You’re being polite. You should say what you mean. I can take it.”

“For attention, then,” he replied, accepting her challenge, yet his gaze didn’t lower, as she had hoped. Their gazes locked for a long, sexy, unspoken moment that stretched out into the night. It was a million times sexier than him looking her up and down. 

“Maybe,” she conceded. 

“And tonight, you seem sad.” He lifted his head, looked over her shoulder, towards the dance floor, then back at her again. “Because you’re alone, and you’re happy for Savannah, but seeing it all in your face is too much.”

“You’re freaking good,” she breathed, unaccustomed to a man who she had barely known, being able to see right through her. 

“And this ex is hassling you because he knows he can have you at his beck and call.”

“Uh, well,” she murmured, taken aback because she hadn’t yet met a man who could see past her outer exterior, and this man she barely knew, seemed to reach inside and know all there was to know about her. The sadness over Xavier's treatment of her, and her irritation over her mother's comments flew right out of her head. 

Her eyes swept over his face, and over his god-like body, and she knew she had to have him. Every part of her was reacting to him and he had done nothing more than look at her. Desire engulfed her, and her mind raced with thoughts of what it would be like to be in his bed. 

He stood up, folding his arms, breaking that magic moment in which the two of them had been bound. When he abruptly moved away, yanking that intimately shared moment, she felt as if her oxygen supply had been cut. 

She suddenly missed that closeness. “You might be right,” she managed to say. 

“Is he a recent ex?” he asked, his voice louder, direct, returning to a more casual tone.

Was Dean a recent ex? The question wasn’t an easy one to answer. Although they’d broken up before she’d gone to Hong Kong, since her return, twice he’d asked her to meet for drink and to talk about things, and twice she’d ended up in his bed. “Sort of,” she replied, vaguely. She weighed up pouring her heart out to him, versus being coy and trying to win him over through the art of subtle flirtation. Though she didn’t do subtle the way Savannah probably did. 

Still, the bartender didn’t need to know all the details. 

“Sort of?” he asked, giving her a disbelieving grin. 

“He dumped me over a year ago.”

“Over a year ago, and he’s still trying to worm his way back to you.” The bartender looked at her, and she flinched, wondering what he was thinking. “A girl like you shouldn’t have to go running back to a guy who dumped you,” he said, making her smile. 

He understood her, and right now she needed to be with someone who understood her. She sat up, taking notice. Liking the cornflower blue of his eyes, even in the lamp-lit golden light, those eyes were hard not to be drawn into. Like a spell, a hazy, lazy, hypnotic spell, he was reeling her in, and she was sure he had no idea of the effect he was having on her. 

“I’m not so lucky when it comes to meeting good men,” she told him, allowing herself to open up. 

“Maybe you’ve been looking in the wrong place.”

“Maybe.” 

“Another cocktail?”

Was he asking her because he was interested? Her heart rate sped up and she decided that Max and Briony could wait. She would stay here for a while longer. 

“Same again, if you don’t mind.” She was about to say something flirty, and dirty, but decided against it and watched as he rustled up another cocktail. She examined him slowly, her eyes raking over his body. “Where did you learn these skills?”

He snorted. “Making cocktails is hardly rocket science.”

“But, still,” she pressed. “Is there a place you all go to learn? Like a school for mixologists?”

“Please do not ever call me that.”

“You don’t like being called a mixologist?” she asked, amused. 

“No.”

“It sounds more upscale than bartender.”

“What do you do for a living?”

She fiddled around with the cocktail umbrella. “I’m a secretary.” Most guys could handle that. If she told them she was in investment banker, they probably wouldn’t believe her, and then they’d worry she earned more than them. She didn’t want to risk scaring this guy off. 

“A secretary,” he said, slowly, almost as if he didn’t believe her.  

“Did you not have me down for a secretary?” she asked, curious, and afraid that his x-ray intuition might reveal her lie.

He shook his head. “I’m not sure. That’s an expensive bag, high-end, as is that dress. And you obviously take good care of yourself. A PA to some big guy?”

She swallowed, and wondered if she’d got it wrong about him not being gay, since he had obviously noticed every detail about her wardrobe, grooming and accessories. But he had a sister, and maybe that was why he seemed more switched on.  

Intrigued, she propped her elbow on the counter, and looked up at him through her lashes. “I don’t believe we’ve been introduced. I’m Kay,” she said, “Savannah’s cousin.”

He snorted with laughter. “I know. It’s my business to know who everyone is the moment they set foot on the island.” 

She raised an eyebrow. He was chatting her up. He was interested. 

“It’s my job to know who most of the guests are. Four days, one island. It’s easy enough to do.”

Her hopes deflated as quickly as they’d risen. 

“And, you are?”

“Luke.” 

“So, Luke,” she said, sitting back. This time, she caught his gaze traveling south, and hoped he enjoyed the view, but quick as a flash his gaze moved back up to her face again. “How is it that Tobias Stone got you over here for his wedding?”

“Contacts,” he said, sliding his sexy forearms across the top and clasping his hands together. 

“Contacts.” She nodded. “Tobias Stone is the guy to know.”

“He is.” He swept his hands through his hair, making her heart leap. His hair was long and floppy, long enough that when he ran his hands through it, the locks fell forward, and all she could do was focus on it. It was copper brown with streaks of auburn and for a fleeting moment she imagined her fingers raking through it. 

“It’s nice to meet you, Luke.”

Her cell phone pinged again, and out of habit, she checked to see who it was. 

 

Call me

 

It was Dean again. She knew what this flurry of texts meant. He was probably feeling extra horny tonight, and she had no time for him. After all, he was back in New York, and the bartender, well, he was here. 

“The ex, again?” Luke asked.

She nodded, and deleted the message, and then an idea flashed into her head. 

“Would you mind taking a selfie with me?” she asked, “Just  so that he can get the message.” 

A smile curved his lips slightly. “Sure.”

She turned around on the stool with her back to him, and he leaned down over her shoulder as she held her cell phone at arm’s length, and they positioned themselves. 

His hot breath against her cheek was intoxicating. Freaking hell, this man was something else. She turned her face to the side, almost knocking their noses together. “Ready?” she asked, feeling drunk on his closeness. 

“Ready,” he said, resting his chin on her shoulder, making her heart fill up. God, he was delicious. 

She took the picture, then another one for good measure. 

He moved away, straightening up as he looked across the bar. “Excuse me,” he said, “It’s getting busy again.” A group of people had suddenly gathered at the bar. 

Speechless, still recovering from his touch, she examined the photo on her cell phone, her pulse racing, her insides in chaos. They looked so good together. Like a perfect couple. 

 Damn freaking good. 

A smile settled on her lips. He had done nothing, yet he’d done everything, and he hadn’t even touched her yet.

On an island full of men who were either too old, too confident, or too eager, someone perfect had suddenly appeared out of thin air, just like one of Xavier’s magic tricks. 


Chapter 5 

 

KAY

 

It had been a lazy morning. With the wedding over, a more relaxed vibe filled the air. The beach, as well as the pool area was practically empty, and breakfast was still being served even though it was past noon.

Kay had come down to the beach a short time ago, in a bright sunshine yellow bikini that she hoped was hard to miss. It wasn’t long before Savannah found her. 

“Eye-catching ensemble,” Savannah commented. 

“Thank you,” she replied, moving her beach bag and hat out of the way to make way for Savannah on the enormous beach towel. “It’s neon yellow. Like it?”

Savannah sat down. “Izzy’s is bright green. You must both shop at the same place.”

Kay made a face. “Hardly. This is designer swimwear.”

Savannah rolled her eyes. “I’m sure it is, but it’s hardly swimwear. It’s no bigger than a few postage stamps. It’s barely covering you up.”

Kay shrugged. “My nun’s habit is in for a wash.”

Savannah shook her head, grinning. “You said you were going to be good. This,” she waved her hand at Kay, “looks like a mating call for every man within a one mile radius.”

“Not true,” Kay denied, putting on her best serious face. “Everyone’s paired up, and there is nobody around. I’m reading, while trying to get a tan.” 

Savannah sat back, propping her arms behind her for support, and with her legs sprawled out in front. She looked cute, in her bikini and sarong. “Sleep well?” Kay asked mischievously.

“I slept very well.” Savannah looked out towards the sea, completely ignoring the subtle dig. 

“Very well?” Kay echoed, doubting Savannah’s words. With it being Savannah’s first night married, she was sure the newlyweds had spent the night doing anything but sleeping. 

“Most people are still sleeping,” remarked Savannah. 

“It’s pretty empty,” Kay agreed, eyeing the bar area. A couple of bartenders were serving, but the hot one from last night was nowhere in sight.

“Tobias has arranged activities for everyone and there’s a boat taking them over to the other side of the island.”

“He has?” Kay frowned. It sounded like too much hard work. “What sort of activities?”

“Parachute-gliding, snorkeling. Come along. I’ve never done any of those things before. It’ll be fun.”

“Fun?” It sounded like anything but fun, and she was on vacation. “Are you going?” 

“Of course. Jacob and Izzy have gone to the waterfall. Most of the guests are coming and it’s going to be pretty quiet around here. Come with us.”

It sounded like hell. “No thanks.”

Savannah looked at her. “What else are you going to do?”

Enjoy the peace and quiet. Think about last night and the dreamy bartender. “I’m going to lie on the beach, sip a cocktail, and get a better tan.”

Savannah stared at her suspiciously. “That’s all?”

“Yes,” she replied, noisily huffing out a breath and not wanting Savannah to get all wise and preachy with her just because she had a ring on her finger. 

“Xavier isn’t coming with us either,” Savannah announced.

“And?” Not that same old warning again. She had learned her lesson with Tobias’s brother, and she had so far managed to avoid running into him. “Why are you telling me?”

“Because most people are taking part in the activities, except for you and Xavier. I’d hate to leave you both to your own devices.”

“Oh my god!” she snapped back, pushing her sunglasses up onto her head so that she could look at Savannah properly. “Do you think I’m a complete hussy?” She wouldn’t touch that man if she was paid to. 

“No, but it wouldn’t do you any harm to go on a man-free diet for a while.”

“A man-free diet?” She laughed. “Now there’s a new fad I hadn’t heard of.”

“You don’t have to be joined at the hip with a guy. You can have a good time being single, Kay.” Savannah stood up. 

“Okay,” she said, sliding her sunglasses back down again and lying on her stomach. “A man-free diet. Sure. Why not? Now what?” she wailed, when Savannah walked in front of her. 

“No texting, or sexting, or whatever you call it.”

“Okay.”

“No Dean, no Xavier.”

She gave Savannah a military salute. “Understood.”

Savannah bent down. “We’re going to be on our honeymoon for a few weeks, and I don’t want to come back and hear more sob stories about another meaningless encounter that you’ve had, or someone else breaking your heart. I’m looking out for you.” She tapped Kay on the nose. “I’m not trying to be an ogre. I care about you.”

“I know.” Savannah had always looked out for her, and maybe taking some of Savannah’s advice might do her some good. Maybe going on this man-free diet might be the thing she needed. “You’re right. I know you’re right. Go and have some fun, and we’ll catch up later.”

“Be good.”

“Working on it.”

She got back to her book, but the sun shining down and warming the backs of her legs and her body, made her feel drowsy, and the soft, fluffy towel beneath her helped encourage her laziness. She lowered her head and lay there, letting the sun kiss her skin softly. 

It was heaven. 

Peaceful and perfect. 

Until she heard his voice.

“I only want one of you at the bar, the rest of you can go and chill for a while. It’s going to be quiet around here this afternoon.”

She lifted her head, and glanced over her shoulder to see Luke talking to one of his guys. He was topless, wearing nothing but swim shorts, and she let out a soft moan, watching him like a hawk, as he walked towards the ocean. She gazed longingly at the wide span of his back. Since he hadn’t seen her, she was able to savor her examination of him, her gaze fixating on his glorious torso which tapered down to a perfect V at the hips. 

“Freaking hell,” she murmured, licking her lips at the sight. 

She lay on her stomach, with a magazine in front of her, so that it looked as if she was reading, but the greater pleasure came from watching him in the water. 

For a brief moment, she considered wading into the sea and joining him there, pretending to be surprised to see him there, out in the middle of the ocean. She might even have put this plan into practice if she had been a good swimmer, and didn’t have a fear of riptides, and if she didn’t mind getting her hair wet. 

It wasn’t going to happen, so she settled for watching him instead. 

The water slowly swallowed him up, and then he began to swim, moving away out into the distance. 

He was such a perfect embodiment of a man. Muscles in perfect proportion to his body; not too big and ugly, and not spindly thin. She shivered, wondering what it might be like to lie against him naked. Something warm tingled along her belly, all the way from the tops of her breasts to the tips of her toes, and Savannah’s man-free diet died an instant death. 

 

***

 

LUKE

 

Nothing beat a swim in the ocean. Nothing. 

It cleared his mind, helped him think. Gave his body a good workout. He could feel his heart beat racing and the dull ache in his arms as he waded out of the water after a long swim. He raked his hands through his hair, sweeping the long, wet locks away from his face. 

At least this afternoon would be nice and quiet, the calm before the final partying and the last meal in the evening. Most people would be returning home tomorrow, and he and his employees soon after that. He couldn’t wait to get back home, and return to his business. 

Right now, he needed to take a shower, then grab brunch, and then he would take his time getting things ready for the evening. 

He still had a few hours left to unwind.

Looking around at the almost deserted beach and pool areas, it was obvious that most of the guests had taken Tobias up on his offer of going snorkeling and paragliding. The place was like a ghost town. 

Except for… he peered closer at the woman in a bright yellow bikini. Savannah’s cousin lay on her back, wearing sunglasses, and little else. A buxom woman, she was hard to miss, especially in that tiny little bikini that barely covered her. 

He looked straight ahead, not wanting to disturb her. With her shades on and her book resting on her stomach, face down, it looked as if she’d fallen asleep. 

He walked past, eyeing her up, before looking away quickly. One look at her, lying like that, and he almost had an instant hard-on. 
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