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      I turned off the car and pulled out my phone, opening the text one last time.

      
        
          
            
              
        I think I need to take a break. It’s all just a bit too much for me.

      

      

      

      

      

      Jesus, even the man’s breakup texts were timid. “I think I need” instead of just saying what he wanted. We’d only gone out a handful of times. I hadn’t even decided how I felt about him. I sure as hell hadn’t been pushing for any kind of commitment or exclusivity. If a few dinners and mediocre foreplay—we hadn’t made it to the main event; I’d been waiting for him to take the lead—were enough to scare him, what would have happened if we’d gone further?

      Rereading the text had the desired effect. I’d moved from the sting of rejection to a healthier fuck him attitude.

      Only he wasn’t the man I was going to fuck.

      I tucked my phone into my Kate Spade bag and headed to the elevator. Two minutes later, I knocked on the door to Jake’s loft, letting go of some of my tension when he answered.

      “I don’t think I’m scary. Do you?” I made my eyes wide and projected an innocence I hadn’t felt in well over a decade.

      I might be too much for the timid rabbit of a man, but none of that would be a problem for Jake. What we had could scarcely be called a relationship, and he had no problem handling every bit of me. He’d done it over and over again masterfully for the six months or so we’d been friends with benefits.

      We drifted in and out of each other’s lives largely dependent on my current relationship status. I got bored or frustrated, or in this case rejected, and called Jake to see if he was interested in playing. So far, he’d always said yes. I didn’t want to think about what I’d do if that changed. I didn’t want to think about anything but the man, standing in front of me, looking at me like I was his favorite flavor of ice cream.

      “You’re not scary.” He stepped closer, close enough for me to feel the warmth from his body and smell the scent unique to him.

      I’d never been able to figure out what it was—something clean like soap but more, maybe green tea. It didn’t matter. For me, it worked like pheromones. I inhaled, breathing in the delicious man, and melted into his arms. He slid a hand to the back of my head, fingers tangling in my hair.

      “You’re attracting the wrong kind of men. You need someone who’ll do this.” He tightened his grip on my hair, adding the perfect nip of pain to my already hyper-aware body. I’d been wet since he opened the door and let me into his loft. My body reacted viscerally to Jake. It’s one of the reasons we worked so well together despite—or maybe because of—the lack of conversation.

      He tugged my hair hard enough to bare my throat, and I sucked in a breath in anticipation. His teeth grazed my nape, not gently but without enough force to leave a mark—at least I’d hope that was the case when my head was clear enough to think again. Probably sometime after the second or third orgasm.

      The hand in my hair tightened, forcing me to my knees. My gaze slowly swept up the length of his body, letting every filthy thought in my mind play across my face as I bit my bottom lip. His hazel eyes creased, and the corner of his lips curved in a way that let me know he enjoyed the playacting as much as I did. That was another thing Jake did phenomenally well. Without the distraction of an emotional entanglement, we were free to explore fantasies I hadn’t been comfortable sharing with anyone else.

      If the rabbit thought I was too much in my subdued state, I couldn’t imagine what he’d think about the Elena who wanted to be pushed to her knees and forced to suck a man’s cock. Hell, I wasn’t sure what to make of that part of me either. But none of that mattered with Jake. There was no judgment with him, just text message negotiations of desires and limits and then we played. Introspection was something for another time and place. Or not. I’d never been abused. The things I wanted might make other people uncomfortable, but they didn’t feel unhealthy to me.

      Maybe the why wasn’t nearly as important as the when and with who. Keeping my gaze locked on his, I opened my mouth and stuck out my tongue.

      “Good girl.” He made quick work of the button and fly of his shorts. The man dressed like a beach bum with bare feet, slouchy cargo shorts, and a mop of sandy-brown hair overdue for a trim, but he sure as hell didn’t feel like one.

      Relaxing his grip but keeping his fingers tangled in my hair, he took his already hard cock in his other hand and tapped my tongue, urging me to open wider. I eagerly complied, flattening my tongue against the underside of his length and taking the wide, smooth crown into my mouth.

      “That’s it, beautiful. Take it all.” He cupped my head as he thrust into my mouth. His cock hit the back of my throat, and I forced myself to relax—to fight the urge to gag.

      I glanced up and found him watching me, studying me as if he was trying to figure out where my line was. How much was too much. His gaze seemed much too intent for a man who was supposed to be mindless with pleasure. I wanted him coming undone, not calculating depth and degrees. Meeting the thrust of his hips, I took him as deep as I could, swallowing when he hit the back of my mouth, feeling my throat squeeze as he let out a groan that had nothing to do with calculations and everything to do with how I made him feel.

      “Fuck, Elena.”

      I smiled with him still in my mouth. When he used my name instead of an endearment, I knew his control was slipping. I stole a breath and repeated the movement, swallowing a bit more this time. My eyes stung, and I blinked against the tears. I didn’t care—didn’t care about anything but pushing him past the point of his restraint, feeling him pulse against my tongue as he spilled himself down my throat. I’d come here needing a balm for my bruised ego. Knowing a man like Jake wanted me so much he let go of his tightly held control might not come with an immediate orgasm, but it would be reassuring as fuck.

      “Not yet, gorgeous. You feel so fucking good, but I want to come in your tight little cunt.” He tightened his grip on my hair, anchoring me in place as his cock slipped free of my lips. “But not until you come two or three times for me first.”

      He let go of my hair and reached down to help me to my feet, pausing to kiss me breathless before guiding me to the sofa chaise. I didn’t know how many times I’d end up spread out on the soft gray upholstery when I picked it out for him. The first time we fucked, I’d been bent over a sofa so old I worried it might break. I mentioned it after the orgasms—three for me—and he told me to have what he needed delivered and to send the invoice to his assistant. Which might make him the perfect accidental client along with the perfect fuck.

      Any disappointment I felt at not being able to take him over the edge with my mouth vanished as he kissed his way down my neck to the tops of my breasts, unbuttoning my blouse and baring my skin as he went. Gently biting my nipple through the lace of my bra, he slid the blouse off my shoulders and tossed it on the chair. He made equally quick work of my bra, skirt, and panties, steadying me as I stepped out of my heels.

      I always took special care choosing my lingerie before I came to Jake, but it was more for me than for him. I’m honestly not sure he even noticed. Ending up on my knees wasn’t our normal thing and one we’d talked about ahead of time. Usually, it was a race for him to get me naked as soon as I walked through his door.

      He stopped to take his time after I was bare for him. The before felt more like an obstacle for him to conquer.

      He stripped just as quickly and when he pulled me back into his arms, he was warm and naked, the scent I loved stronger than before. The long, hard ridge of his cock pressed against my belly, and I paused for a moment to rest my cheek against his chest before stretching up on my toes to kiss him. He let out a low rumble of pleasure, tumbling me onto the pile of down-filled pillows I’d chosen.

      I grinned up at him, my gaze holding his as I let my legs fall open, baring my sex.

      “Wanton.”

      “Is that a problem?” I tipped my head to the side, knowing his answer to the question before I finished asking it.

      “Absolutely not.” He closed the distance between us, pausing long enough to draw my nipple into his mouth before stretching out between my legs, his breath warm against my slick sex. “Wanton is my favorite flavor.”
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      When Elena texted that she wanted to play around with power dynamics and dominance, I agreed because why the fuck not? Sex with her under any condition was a phenomenal idea, but I hadn’t expected to love the power play as much as I did. Gripping her silky brown hair and putting her on her knees worked for me. Not because I wanted to humiliate her. I had absolutely no interest in that. It was more that it tapped into a part of my primitive brain I almost never got to use. The conquering Viking bit.

      I loved the way she sucked my cock—like it was her favorite thing in the world and not something she did just for me—but I wasn’t kidding when I said I wanted to come inside her. It was the only thing that stopped me from losing myself in her mouth, and I’d barely managed to avoid that when she swallowed and squeezed my cock with her throat.

      It also seemed to go against the rules we’d set for this time. She wanted to be dominated, which could mean I’d take my pleasure first. But in this case, it felt like she was trying to drive me over the edge—topping from the bottom—without being vulnerable herself. I’d read about that when I was researching for our time together. That didn’t fit what she said she wanted. Forcing her to have an orgasm or two with my mouth before I fucked her felt more in keeping with the rules we’d set. Plus, it gave me a chance to have her squirming under my mouth, which, next to fucking her, had become my favorite thing to do.

      I gazed down at her for a moment, spread out for me like a feast. Her skin flushed with arousal and her cunt practically dripped for me. There was that Viking feeling again, that bit of conquering euphoria I didn’t completely understand but loved. But her eyes were still sharp, staring up at me. When Elena got close to coming, her hazel eyes went kind of soft and glassy. I loved it. I’d developed an almost Pavlovian response to it, because when she came, I usually followed shortly after.

      I needed to take her over the edge so I could join her. Sliding my hands underneath her, I cupped her ass, which let me tip her hips exactly the way I wanted. I heard her sigh and felt her shoulders settle deeper into the cushions.

      I knew from our previous times that if I teased her, grazing her clit without touching it directly, eventually she’d grab hold of my hair and try to steer. As tempting as it was to torment her, forcing her to come felt more in keeping with the parameters we’d set. I kissed her sex, open-mouthed, before wrapping my lips around her clit and sucking. No warmup, just straight to the same kind of attention she’d paid my cock. Her breath caught; her body went tight. When I stroked my tongue over her rigid clit, her hands gripped my head. Not to move me—more to hold on. I could make that work.

      Keeping up the pressure on her clit with my mouth, I pulled one hand from underneath her and pressed two fingers to her opening. Sucking gently on her clit, my tongue adding to the pressure, I curved my fingers inside her, stroking until I found the spot that was burned into my brain. The one that made her crazy. Her hips bucked, either to evade the onslaught of my mouth or to get closer. Only one of those options was acceptable. Not bothering to remove my fingers from her tight cunt, I pulled back just enough to look up the length of her body and meet her gaze—glassy-eyed this time. Perfect.

      “Don’t move, beautiful, or I won’t have any choice but to tie you up. Understand?” Her fingers moved reflexively in my hair, and I didn’t need her to tell me the idea excited her. And even though her body screamed yes, I’d still make her say it out loud—or at least text it—before we traveled down that road. “What do you say?” I pressed when she didn’t respond.

      Her throat muscles moved when she swallowed. “Yes, sir.”

      I fucking loved that she added the sir. It meant I didn’t have to guess. I knew I was doing it right—giving her what she’d asked me for. I went back to working her clit with my mouth, keeping up a relentless pace, never deviating from the swollen bundle of nerves. I knew too much of a good thing could be exactly that—too much—but in this case, that’s exactly what I wanted. I wanted to drive her over the edge without giving her a chance to stomp on the brakes. I wanted to dominate her the way she’d asked for and force her to take the pleasure I gave her. Force her to come under my mouth and fingers.

      Her breathing shifted, catching and holding in a way that made it clear she was close. Every gasp, every tightening of her muscles felt like it was linked directly to my aching cock. I loved the effect she had on me. Loved that I could almost get off just by getting her off. Connections were sometimes hard for me. The only thing hard about being with Elena was my cock.

      “Fuck. That’s it.”

      Her body tightened around me, and I held onto her, not letting up or letting her move away. My focus locked on the way her hips moved almost reflexively, to the tightening of her hand in my hair. Her breath came in gasps as her body shuddered, but I gripped her hip and kept going, needing to see how far I could push her.

      “I can’t. Please. Too much. Fuck.”

      She kept up a steady stream of words as I fucked her with my hand and my mouth, watching for any sign she might really want to stop. That was the most difficult thing—ignoring her words—but we’d come up with a safe word a while back. If she said postmodern, I’d stop; anything up to that point was fair game.

      “Oh God. Jake. Again. I’m coming again.”

      The sound of my name on her lips always gave me a special thrill. She only let it slip when things got to be too much for her, and she couldn’t hold back any longer. I kept going until she pulsed around my fingers, wringing every little last bit of pleasure.

      Pressing my lips to the inside of her thigh, I felt her tremble against my mouth. She grasped at me, urging me up her body, and this time I hurried to comply. Now that she’d come, I couldn’t think of anything I wanted more than to sink balls deep into her tight, wet heat. I grabbed a condom I’d stashed earlier. I couldn’t wait a moment longer to lose myself in her body and find my own release.

      Notching my cock at her entrance, I paused just long enough to meet her gaze before I pressed into her, sheathing myself in her slick pussy. Her eyelids fluttered and her breath went out in a low throaty moan. I tried to slow down, but there was no way to make this last. She felt so fucking good, soft, pliant and ready for me. I could work through every algorithm I knew in my head, and it wouldn’t be enough to hold off the climax I felt starting at my spine, tightening my balls. I ached for her. Ached to empty myself deep inside her, to lose myself in the feel of the warm, willing woman in my arms.

      “Fuck, Jake. Your cock feels so fucking good. Just like that. Don’t hold back.”

      I had no doubt Elena could play the part of proper lady in any situation she found herself in, but get her naked and turned on and she had the most deliciously filthy mouth. She dug her fingers into my ass, pulling me tight against her, urging me on with her hands and her words. It wasn’t necessary. I couldn’t hold back if I wanted to—part of me did. I wasn’t ready to be done fucking her. Her nails scored my skin, and her breath caught and held the way it did before she came. I fought to maintain my pace long enough to get her there one more time.

      When her cunt tightened around me, pulsing with the force of her climax, I lost the last shred of my control. Balls drawn tight, I emptied into her, surrendering to the feel of her body milking every inch of my cock. I didn’t stand a chance with this woman. The funny thing—at least to me, the man who never let go—was that with her I didn’t want to hold back. I felt comfortable enough with Elena to relax, if only for the few hours we were together with our carefully negotiated rules.

      I pulled her into my arms and nuzzled the side of her neck, breathing in the sun warmed rose scent of her while my heartbeat gradually returned to normal. She squirmed, dislodging me so she could wriggle out from underneath me.

      “Let me up before we get sex schmutz on the sofa.” She pressed an almost absent-minded kiss to the top of my hair on her way to the bathroom. “What happened to the hand towels I sent over?” She came back carrying one of the bar cloths I’d stuck in the bathroom after I’d used the hand towel to open a bottle of ink and stained it beyond saving.

      Not that I intended to tell her that. I appreciated the little things Elena did to make my world run smoother. Her seeing the holes in my domestic routine and fixing them was a phenomenal side effect of having sex at my place. I loved that; I was less interested in justifying myself when things didn’t go the way she’d designed. Playing with power dynamics was sexy. Explaining my shortcomings or the things most people saw as shortcomings wasn’t.

      “Probably in the wash.” I ditched the condom and cleaned up while I watched her get dressed. Watching Elena put on her clothes was almost as much fun as watching her take them off—almost. It felt a little like watching a gladiator don his armor.

      She shook her head as if she wasn’t sure she bought my excuse, but she didn’t challenge it. Crossing back to the sofa, she leaned in for a kiss.

      “Busy afternoon?” I asked.

      We were headed into the perfunctory niceties place, but I’d learned a long time ago that things worked better if I made myself follow the steps. The answers were rarely as important as asking the questions. I slid on my shorts and T shirt before following her to the door.

      “Only if I can make progress with planning and zoning, and my client makes the time to show up.”

      She slid into my arms one last time, affectionate but not melty. We were done with that part.

      “Go get ‘em, tiger.” I pressed a kiss to her forehead and then she was gone until next time.
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      “Of course. I understand. Next week is fine.” I leaned back in my desk chair—both beautiful and ergonomic to minimize back strain. Unfortunately, it had no effect on the tension knotting my muscles. My client had just cancelled. Again. “I can send anything Mr. Essex needs to review before then.”

      I wasn’t kidding when I told Jake my afternoon depended on making progress with the parish planning commission and my client, the developer. Mr. Essex was driving me crazy, pushing for approvals at a pace that made everyone on the commission uncomfortable. His ideas weren’t bad. To the contrary, with its restaurants, shops, and conference space, the hotel he planned to build would be a great addition to the neighborhood just outside the French Quarter. I’d seen the plans. The design reflected the historic parish architecture with a modern spin. Packaged right, it might even win awards. At a bare minimum, it made a respectful reference to the past while maintaining a contemporary sensibility.

      It was also the largest design build I’d worked on, and I was anxious to make sure things moved along smoothly. I couldn’t afford to lose this one. This kind of project could catapult my firm to the next level. I could hire an assistant, and in a year or two, if things went well, maybe an apprentice designer.

      The building and the business it would generate would be good for the community, too. The neighborhood had been struggling long before Hurricane Katrina made landfall. The storm and the exodus afterward almost put the final nail in the area’s coffin. Or it would have if the parish planning commission hadn’t worked so tirelessly courting revitalization money. But now that they’d hooked a big fish, they were acting as if they feared it would capsize the boat.

      The committee should want to say yes to the building. I was pretty sure they would if the developer just slowed down enough to let them catch their breath. Convincing him of that, especially when he seemed intent on handling everything from his Philadelphia office, had become my most pressing challenge. He’d approached me a month earlier to do the interior designs for the common areas and to go over the plans for the guest rooms. The restaurant and retail build-out would be handled separately once someone leased the space, and his in-house design team had specced the basics for the guest rooms. My job was to add the finishing touches that would give guests the New Orleans experience.

      That’s how John Essex described it. “I want them to have the full New Orleans experience,” he’d said on our first call together.

      I’d cringed, imagining an East Coast version of gris-gris bags, hurricane drinks in giant plastic tubes and fleur-de-lis covered textiles. The city so often became a caricature of itself. It was worse in outsiders’ hands, but some of it we did to ourselves in an attempt to lure tourists and hold their short attention spans. But that hadn’t been what Mr. Essex wanted. He talked fast and pushed hard, but he respected the places he built. I’d seen it in his portfolio before I agreed to take the job.

      I thanked Mr. Essex’s personal assistant for calling and opened my digital planner to enter the new date. A tiny periwinkle dot marked the corner of today’s date. I used the dots to indicate my time with Jake. We’d both rescheduled from time to time. Anyone who happened to see my calendar would have no idea the benign little dots marked my midday debauchery. I smiled to myself, imagining my friends trying to make sense of the dots randomly scattered every few weeks. I hadn’t really been paying attention, but they’d gotten closer together as the months went on.

      Pushing aside my disappointment at the cancellation, I crossed my office to the wall of cabinets I used to hold my fabric, wood, and tile samples. I still had other clients to tend to and staying ahead with them meant I’d be ready to take time whenever Essex bothered to show up.

      The cabinets had been one of the few fixtures I’d added to the Creole townhouse I’d turned into my living and office space. With its huge six over six windows, French doors, and the wrought iron railings added after construction, the building had more than its fair share of local period architectural details. I wanted the interior finishes and furniture to enhance the vernacular without pigeonholing my design sensibilities into French baroque low country. Clients needed to see the space and feel comfortable, believing I could handle whatever aesthetic they wanted.

      Personally, I preferred modern design with a reference to local architecture. My upstairs apartment reflected that. People assumed it was just one note, but New Orleans architecture stretched from Creole and Greek Revival through Colonial Revival, Arts and Crafts, and everything in between. The Essex project excited me for its respect of that diversity. But the most important thing to me was making a beautiful space that worked for my clients.

      Growing up, being beautiful mattered more than anything to my mother—both her appearance and mine. I learned early on my value came from how I looked. I learned a bit later that it wasn’t true, but I’d never been able to let go of the idea completely. Instead, I shifted the focus to spaces rather than myself. Healthier and marketable, and it meant I could eat again instead of starving myself into some false ideal.

      Mrs. Benoit hired me to take the first floor of her center hall cottage from the shag carpet and avocado design choices of the ‘70s back to the aesthetics of the mid-1800s when the home was built. This time with closets and wiring that would support Mr. Benoit’s tech obsession. We’d started with the kitchen, exchanging the decades old cabinets, Formica countertops, and linoleum flooring for furniture style built-ins with marble tops and wide plank floors.

      I’d been proud of the design, and the client was thrilled with her kitchen. So thrilled we’d moved on to the library. The contractor should finish demolition in a week or so. The cabinet maker was on deck for the installation of the custom bookshelves the week after that. Which just left choosing the fabric for the club chairs and the chaise.

      I pulled swatches of fabric I knew would work with the dark wood tones and the rich gray-blue wall color. Spreading the swatches on my reclaimed wood work table, I rocked back on my heels and waited for inspiration to strike.

      I was no closer to a decision when my phone vibrated. I glanced down in time to see Charlotte’s name flash across the screen. Swiping open the phone, I hit the Call button without bothering to read the text.

      “That was quick,” said Charlotte, the smile clear in her voice.

      “My afternoon meeting cancelled. I’ve got a hole in my schedule.”

      “That’s brilliant. Not the meeting, but the opening. I know it’s short notice, but can you meet us for coffee at Meredith’s in about an hour? I can promise cake.”

      “I don’t think it counts as you delivering on the cake if it comes from Meredith’s bakery. I can be there, but I thought we were getting together on Saturday for Alex’s honeymoon debrief. Did something happen?”

      I’d never turn down a chance to see my friends if I could make it. I loved them. They were hands down the best part of me, but their careers were every bit as demanding—more in the case of Charlotte, the divorce attorney, and Kindra, the therapist—as mine. Alex and Charlotte had significant others in their lives too. A new husband, in Alex’s case. Scheduling time to get together was becoming a challenge. The Saturday meeting had been on the calendar since before the wedding. Alex arrived home at the end of the week from her honeymoon with Erik in Greece, and we were going to catch up on all the juicy details.

      “I have news. I don’t want to wait.” She sounded breathless, which wasn’t normal for Charlotte.

      “Ford news?” Everything changed when my happily ever after doubting friend fell in love with celebrity chef Ford Landry. It helped that he fell first. I loved this new chapter for her.

      “I’ll tell you when I see you. Hurry, please.”

      “Okay, okay. I’ll see you in an hour. Tell Meredith I want a strawberry cupcake with champagne frosting.” It was one of the cakes Alex had at her wedding.

      I dreamed about the delicate strawberry flavor offset by the bite of champagne in the frosting. Of course, the dark chocolate with mocha buttercream had been amazing too.

      “Never mind. I’ll decide when I get there.”

      I pulled the rest of the samples for the Benoit project, including the existing paint color and wood sample. Moving the bits of materials around like puzzle pieces, I sorted them into groups. I left the three strongest choices on my desk so I’d see them as soon as I returned. Sometimes, that first glance after time away made the right choice instantly clear.

      It wasn’t far from my design studio to I Dough. I’d slipped home for a quick shower after my tryst with Jake and thankfully put on wedge heels with my lapis blue skirt and shawl collared jacket. I’d added a white blouse, all with the intent of giving me an extra boost in my meeting with Essex. The meeting that seemed doomed to never happen.

      Before I could go too far down that frustrating rabbit hole, I closed up and set off toward Meredith’s, grateful my shoes could handle the distance. I’d just crossed Chartres Street when my phone chimed with Jake’s ringtone. I’d been so frustrated about my meeting cancelling and then distracted by Charlotte, I’d forgotten about Jake’s postcoital text. He sent one every time we got together. Two hours after I left, like clockwork, I got a thank you for the sex text.

      It was the hookup equivalent of flowers the next day or maybe a follow up email from your hairdresser without the refer-a-friend coupon. It made me smile every time. And reminded me of all the deliciously filthy things we’d done together.

      
        
          
            
              
        ME

      

      
        It was my pleasure. As always.[image: kiss mark]

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        JAKE

      

      
        Mine too. [image: smiling face with horns]

      

      

      

      

      

      I grinned to myself like the sexually satisfied woman I was as I walked the next block. When I neared Jackson Square, I remembered the missing hand towel and stopped in the shade for a moment to make a note to order replacements and have them sent to the attention of Anna, Jake’s housekeeper. I didn’t know what happened to the originals, but I didn’t believe the laundry story. Anna ran too tight a ship for that.

      Everything in Jake’s home went through Anna. Otherwise the boxes would sit unopened inside the door. Or worse, Jake would open the package, take out whatever he needed and let the rest sit in the box on the floor without putting them away. I couldn’t live like that. It would drive me nuts. I wasn’t sure Jake even noticed, but it didn’t matter. He’d come up with a system to deal with it. Plenty of people didn’t get that far.

      

      Charlotte was already at the bakery when I arrived, standing in front of the display case and gazing at the array of cakes and pastries. The herringbone tile we’d chosen for the floor was holding up beautifully despite the steady traffic, and the distressed white cabinetry managed to feel bright and warm and welcoming at the same time. Robin’s-egg blue accents dotted the rest of the space.

      When we’d talked about the design, Meredith had been drawn to birds and their nests—both the idea of home and precious potential. There were a few literal touches like the antique brass bird pulls and the delicate metal twig silverware, but the rest was more subtle while still aligning with Meredith’s vision. Standing behind the case holding the beautiful, delicious things she made, my friend looked like she was exactly where she belonged.

      “This is an unexpected treat. What’s up?” I hugged Charlotte and reached over the top of the display case, careful not to smudge the glass, to squeeze Meredith’s hand.

      “Pick your poison first and then I’ll tell you both.” Charlotte looked happy—happier than I’d ever seen her in the middle of the workday. I didn’t know if it was Ford or something else, but whatever gave my friend an extra bit of joy worked for me.

      “Call my pastry poison again and you won’t get any,” admonished Meredith. “It’s neither poison nor a guilty pleasure. More cake makes the world better, not worse.”

      “You are absolutely right. Please, don’t cut me off. I don’t want to live in a world without your double chocolate cupcakes,” said Charlotte.

      Meredith nodded regally, Charlotte appeared appropriately repentant, and I stifled a giggle. She slid a chocolate cupcake piled high with dark chocolate icing onto a white plate with tiny blue dots around the rim and turned her attention to me. I’d come in wanting the strawberry, but faced with so many choices, it was almost impossible to decide. In addition to the collection of conventional cupcakes with non-conventional flavor pairings, like pink peppercorn with violet and lemon tarragon, there were a whole array of individual cakes, each shaped and decorated differently. Tiny bits of art just waiting to be eaten.

      I moved aside to make room so the employee standing next to Meredith could help the line of customers forming behind me. Making Meredith our midday treat supplier was one thing; interfering with her business was something else entirely.

      “Can I have the toasted coconut praline?”

      “I love those. The pralines come from Madame LeBlanc’s. She makes them special for me.” She put the cupcake, with its mountain of toasted coconut covered buttercream, on a plate and handed it to me. I resisted—barely—plucking the chocolate and caramel coated pecan from the top. She chose one of the pale-yellow lemon and lavender cupcakes for herself and set the plate on a tray with a white porcelain coffee pot and cups. She paused to lean in to press a kiss against my cheek before leading us to an empty table with a Reserved sign in an alcove in the back.

      It was one of the things I loved about the layout of the store. The front had a few two-tops and plenty of space for the line that inevitably formed for Meredith’s pastries, but we’d been able to section off a handful of tables toward the back to create a more intimate seating arrangement. The tables filled quickly, but they gave people a place to linger and made the whole experience that much more of an indulgence. A different design would have let us squeeze more people into the space but it would have changed the feeling. It—like everything else—was a balancing act.

      “I need some help,” said Charlotte as soon as we were settled in with our coffee and cupcakes.

      “Anything,” Meredith and I said in tandem, and Charlotte grinned back at us.

      “I want to throw a party for Ford, and I was hoping you’d help.”

      That wasn’t what I expected, but it wasn’t an unwelcome idea. Some people did needlework or pottery classes for fun. I liked to put together experiences. Pick the food and flowers and manipulate the setting to create a moment for people. Alex’s wedding had been my biggest undertaking so far. I had no interest in changing careers. I’d leave that to the professional party planners. I loved creating beautiful spaces for people to live and work in, but there was something about adding the element of time that made planning the occasional event fun for me. Especially when it was for someone I loved. I didn’t love Ford yet, but Charlotte did, and I loved her. If things kept going the way they looked like they were, I’d have a chance to love him too.

      “Of course. Whatever you need,” said Meredith, echoing my thoughts. “What’s the party for—not that Ford isn’t amazing in his own right—and when did you want to have it?”

      “He just closed on his latest restaurant. I wanted to do something to celebrate. Something intimate. There will be press events and things he needs to do to promote the project, but I wanted something that was just for him.” Her face took on this expression while she spoke—not a dreamy stars in the eyes kind of thing…more a warmth that was unexpected in the woman her peers referred to as the Tiger Shark.

      I knew my friend was in love. I think we’d known before she did, or at least before she admitted it to herself. It was still wonderful to see. Some part of my heart gave a silent tug of longing, which was something I wasn’t comfortable admitting to myself.

      “That sounds lovely. Did you have an idea of where you’d like to have it or how many people you wanted to invite?” I reached for my phone, running through checklists in my head.

      “Wait. There’s more.” Charlotte put her hand on my arm, calling my full attention. She seemed nervous—happy but definitely nervous.

      “Go on.” I sat straighter and turned to face her.

      Meredith mirrored my posture. “We’re here for whatever you need.”

      “I was going to wait and tell you Saturday when we’re all together, but it seems silly to talk about the party without you knowing everything.” She took a deep breath and exhaled.

      My pulse ticked up sympathetically. Across from me, Meredith looked like she was holding the breath Charlotte let out.

      “In addition to getting the restaurant off the ground, he’s writing a cookbook. Before he digs into the recipes and testing—the design is going to be crazy demanding and take all of his attention—he wants to go away and recharge. To Costa Rica. For a month.” She paused, glancing from Meredith to me and back again.

      “Can he take that kind of time away from the business now?” Meredith’s voice held a twinge of envy, along with concern.

      I wondered if running the bakery made her feel squeezed. I filed the thought away to ask her about it later.

      “The trip is inspiration for the cookbook, and he said it’s the only time he’ll be able to do it before things go crazy with the restaurant. The next bit is licenses, approvals, and demo. Most of it is waiting. The rest he can do remotely. His team and the contractor can handle everything else. You’re doing the interior.” She waved a hand in my direction.

      I’d been blessed to have friends support my business. I’d never have been able to grow as quickly as I had without their help, starting with Erik letting me work on his house for the home tour. He’d agreed because he loved Alex, but it provided a much-needed boost for me. Having a chance to add restaurant design for a chef of Ford’s caliber to my portfolio felt like an abundance of riches. I’d work hard to make the space everything he wanted. It also made waiting on Mr. Essex’s project slightly more bearable.

      “We’ll be back before any of those choices need to be made.” Charlotte watched me, her expression guarded.

      “Are you worried about what will happen while he’s gone? A month isn’t that long, really. It’s not like you’ll forget each other. There’s always phone sex.” Calling attention to the sexy bits was usually Alex’s job. I felt the need to step in in her stead, and then it hit me. “Wait, you said we’ll be back.”

      “I’m going with him.” She looked at us expectantly.

      “For a month? What about your clients? Don’t you have court? Can you get out of that kind of thing?” I surprised myself both with the speed of my questions and the feelings her pronouncement pulled up in me.

      Charlotte was imminently practical. She didn’t give up everything to run after a man. Hell, most of the reason it took her so long to admit she was in love with Ford was because of some mostly outdated—please, let them be outdated; the alternative was too depressing to entertain—ideas that loving a man ruined a woman’s career. Up until fifteen minutes ago, I thought she’d managed to find the kind of balance I’d only seen with one other couple. Alex and Erik seemed to have worked out an arrangement that supported both of them.

      It’s not that I didn’t believe it could happen or even that I was all that concerned about it. If I got to the point where I decided to marry and have a family, I kind of liked the idea of staying home at least part of the time with the children. I still had the two kids/white picket fence picture in my head. I knew that could work for some people. Maybe even for me. I wasn’t Charlotte.

      Giving up her work to follow a man halfway around the world was everything she’d worried would happen.

      “That’s exciting,” said Meredith, nothing if not eternally optimistic.

      “It is,” I agreed.

      I took a bite of my cupcake, licking toasted coconut icing off my fingers to avoid saying more. I had no intention of ruining Charlotte’s happiness. I didn’t hold her concerns either. At least not to the extent she did. I just worried if she wasn’t being true to herself, it might come back to bite her in the ass. Only she could know.

      “I know it’s a big deal. Especially coming from me. I don’t know how to explain it.” She took a sip of her coffee; her lips curved in a smile over the rim. “I just know it’s right. It’s what I want to do. I can figure out the work stuff. I’m a badass, and I never take time off. The firm will give me a leave of absence. It’s in their best interest.”

      “That sounds perfect then. I’m happy for you.” And I was. I’d ignore the twinge of something that felt too much like jealousy in favor of making sure my friend got what she needed.

      “Oh, me too!” Meredith gave Charlotte’s hand a squeeze.

      “Okay, so we’re planning a Ford is awesome and Charlotte’s finding balance bon voyage party?” I said.

      “Something like that,” said Charlotte, smiling for real now. “Honestly, I know it’s crazy. I have a hard time believing it myself, but I can’t think of anything better than spending a month alone with Ford, drinking fruity drinks, reading, and lounging wrapped around each other on the beach. Unless it’s spending more time than that.”

      Meredith, the hopeful romantic—she made wedding cakes; it fit—let out a squeal of delight. Still grinning, I shook my head.

      They were dropping like flies.
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      I closed out the sequencing project I’d finally completed, popped out my noise-cancelling earbuds, and stretched back in my chair. I couldn’t remember the last time I ate. I should probably do that. I kept a box of protein bars on my desk and tried to remember to eat one whenever my alarm went off. It got harder when I got deep into a project that took all my focus.

      Creating this program had kept me in my head for days. I’d been helping a team of biologists design and run a program that allowed them to determine the exact spot on the protein molecules to target with the drug they’d created. It had the potential to help millions of people. Using generative AI, we’d been able to take linear amino acid chains and generate 3D images of the proteins which would let scientists fine-tune the drugs they used to treat a variety of diseases. It was my favorite kind of work—the kind that left the world better than when we started—but it also kept me so involved I forgot to feed myself. Then I survived on whatever Anna, my housekeeper, left sitting on the desk beside me when she stopped by.

      She only came a couple of days a week—just enough to keep me from living in squalor. I’d be lost without her. I knew that and paid her appropriately. She made sure the loft was decent, there was edible food in the fridge, and I had clean clothes actually in my drawers instead of on the floor. My own mom was great. I should give her a call. I had a calendar reminder set so I remembered to phone every week. Anna was more like Batman’s Alfred than a maternal figure. Not that I thought of myself as Batman. I didn’t have the gear. A grappling gun could be cool. I might be able to figure out how to make one of those without killing myself or ending up in jail. On second thought, probably not.

      I’d been fortunate to turn my hyper-focus into a lucrative career. It let me put systems in place to take care of the things I didn’t notice so I could still function. I liked having food that wasn’t moldy in my refrigerator and furniture arranged in a way that made it comfortable to binge-watch The Witcher when I wanted. I just had trouble thinking of them on my own. But I appreciated when they were there, I thought, drying my hands on a hand towel that appeared in my bathroom to replace the one I wrecked.

      Elena made things better too. And not just for the sex and furniture, although they were both stellar reasons. She gave me a way to connect to a person, with rules that meant I didn’t have to worry about what I might miss. I wasn’t selfish, at least not in the my needs are more important than yours way. I just sometimes lost track of what the yours were. It could make me seem like an asshole to partners who didn’t understand the way I was wired.  Honestly, I couldn’t blame them. I didn’t understand why my brain functioned the way it did. I’d just learned that if I leaned into it instead of fighting against it, things worked better.

      Rules were brilliant because they eliminated the nuances and second-guessing that I usually got wrong anyway. Negotiated rules with Elena were sexy as fuck, largely because she was sexy as fuck. She was also intelligent, thoughtful, and so fucking competent. She looked out for me, and I wasn’t sure we could even call each other friends. I could only imagine what she did for the people she loved. She made the world better than she found it too, although it didn’t seem to leave her much room to relax.

      There was something incredibly satisfying about making a woman as in control of things as Elena lose control. It made my pleasure that much better, which proved—at least to my satisfaction—that I wasn’t a selfish asshole. I loved that she seemed satisfied with the relationship too.

      Distracted by a different kind of hunger, I dug my phone out of the pocket of my jeans—I needed to shower and change and put on clean clothes. I couldn’t remember the last time I’d done that either. Elena first.

      
        
          
            
              
        ME

      

      
        Wanna play?

      

      

      

      

      

      I held onto the phone as I headed to the kitchen.

      
        
          
            
              
        ELENA

      

      
        Absolutely

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        ME

      

      
        What? And when?

      

      

      

      

      

      I smiled to myself as I dug around in the fridge for something to eat. Now that I’d thought about food again, I was starving. I grabbed a pack of deli turkey—Anna got the pepper kind I liked—and started shoving pieces into my mouth while I evaluated my other options. There was a stack of glass containers, each clearly labeled with the contents, and Anna stocked my freezer with curries and things I could microwave.

      I didn’t want something frozen, and I was too hungry to wait for delivery. Which left the glass containers. I pulled out one labeled mac and cheese and another labeled pork and brussels sprouts.

      Part of my brain registered the phone buzzing with an incoming text but my stomach overrode everything else for the moment. I put the already seasoned pork in the pan, dumped the cleaned and halved brussels sprouts alongside, and set the glass dish of mac and cheese in the microwave. The note on the lid said chutney in the pantry so I opened the cabinet and grabbed the jar sitting in the front. I could cook from scratch. I was actually pretty good at it, and I liked doing it. But my brain didn’t work the same way when I was hungry. Until I got enough food in me to even things out, I needed the instructions.

      I set the jar on the counter next to my phone and remembered the unread text.

      
        
          
            
              
        ELENA

      

      
        Slutty secretary? Tomorrow at 4?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        ME

      

      
        Brilliant! Rules?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        ELENA

      

      
        Can we use your office? Red lipstick, very short skirt. I can drop my pen…

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        ME

      

      
        So careless, but it means I can slide my hand up the inside of your thigh to touch your panties.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        ELENA

      

      
        No panties

      

      

      

      

      

      I leaned back against the counter, sinking into the story she was telling. My cock was half hard already just from the woman’s texts.

      
        
          
            
              
        ME

      

      
        That’s against dress code. What do you think a good boss would do about that?

      

      

      

      

      

      I had several variations of what I wanted to do about it, but this only worked if she told me. There was a slightly longer than usually pause before she replied, and the timer went off, reminding me to flip the pork chop and stir the vegetables. I’d start fires—had started, actually—without timers and alarms. I reset the timer and grabbed my phone to see if my wants lined up with hers.

      
        
          
            
              
        ELENA

      

      
        There must be repercussions, but I can’t afford to lose my job. I need it. Maybe there is another way you could punish me. I could bend over your desk…

      

      

      

      

      

      Fuck me. The thought of Elena stretched over my desk, ass bared, her sweet cunt visible and available took me from semi-hard to aching. I didn’t have any trouble imagining running my hand over her pale skin, slipping my fingers between her folds to find her wet and ready for me. I tightened my hand, imagining what it would feel like to smack her exposed ass. How she’d wriggle underneath my palm.

      She’d been pushing things in a much edgier direction lately. I fucking loved it, but this was not a place to make assumptions. I needed her to be very clear with exactly what she wanted me to do.

      
        
          
            
              
        ME

      

      
        That would make the infraction clear, but it doesn’t seem like enough of a punishment.
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