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Description


[image: image]




I seduced my brother’s best friend to take my innocence, 

And he convinced me to fake marry him! 

Jake Dunne: Sinfully handsome. Naughty . Funny. Piercing Blue eyes. And kisses like nobody’s business...

Jake Dunne: Also the man who broke my heart, five years ago. 

My fake husband but my baby’s REAL father!

It was supposed to be....well, let’s call it ‘a business arrangement.’

Only six months. 

Each of us gets our dreams, 

And we call it quits. 

There’s just one simple rule – ‘Don’t fall in love.’ 

Except that I broke the rule. 

And while Jake is busy getting the divorce papers ready, 

I am staring at the two pink lines on the stick. 
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Prologue
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Sofia

The only thing I wanted for my twenty-first birthday was Jake Dunne. I watched him as he entered my parents’ restaurant and gave them and me a quick wave, before taking the beer my older brother Tony had waiting for him. Yep, I wanted to get all six foot two of him naked, stroke what had to be a long and thick dick, and then hand over my V-card.

“My own bakery in New York City.” That was the answer I gave to my friend Mary Capelli to her question of what I wanted for my birthday. Granted, she’d probably agree with me about Jake, but I’d kept my fascination and lust for Jake a secret since I was fifteen and conjured him up during my first self-pleasure experience. He was the starring feature of all of them since.

“Your parents won’t ever let you go,” Mary said, looking over at my mom and dad who were schmoozing with my friends and family during my birthday celebration. She wasn’t wrong. It was the twenty-first century, but it might as well have been the eighteenth where my parents were concerned. They had every intention of keeping me at home until I married. They were hoping I’d settle down with Joey Tratelli, but that wasn’t going to happen. Joey was okay, but I had my sights on bigger things. I wanted to be like Jake; leave suburbia to make it in the Big Apple. New York City was less than an hour away by car, but it might as well have been on a different planet from my hometown. Life here was slow, and as far as I was concerned, boring.

“Besides, how would you get the money to buy a bakery, especially in New York?” Mary finished.

I hadn’t figured that all out yet. I was too busy baking for and serving desserts in my parents’ restaurant. The authentic Italian eatery was started by my grandfather after World War II. My father took it over with my mother when my grandfather retired. Now my brother, recently married to his high school sweetheart Vera, was taking on more responsibility for the restaurant. Unlike me, Tony seemed perfectly happy to follow the path my parents had laid out for him, which was to someday take over the restaurant from my mom and dad. Me, I wanted more.

“I haven’t figured that out yet,” I answered Mary. “But someday I will.”

“You mean when pigs fly?” She grinned at me.

“Or hell freezes over.” I laughed.

I might not have wanted to pursue the path my parents planned for me, but I couldn’t complain too much about them. They were loving, albeit too traditional. They supported my love of baking and paid for culinary school where I earned my AA in Baking and Pastry Arts. While desserts hadn’t been a big part of their restaurant before, when I graduated, they let me add them to their menu and even bought a refrigerated dessert case so all my yum yums were on display to the patrons. At times, I felt bad for wanting to leave, considering all they’d done. Then again, I was pretty sure they’d done it so I’d stay. It wasn’t like I kept my goals and dreams to myself. They knew I wanted to live in New York.

The only other issue I had with my parents was how overprotective they were. While Tony, along with his good buddy Jake, were running havoc all over town as teenagers, I had to stay home. The few dates I had; Tony had to come along. God, their heads would explode if they knew the things I wanted Jake to do to me.

I looked over at him again. He’d lost the last bits of boyhood and now looked like a fully-fledged man with broad shoulders straining his black t-shirt and a fantastic ass in his faded-in denim jeans. He had the olive coloring of his Italian mother, but the blue eyes of his Irish father. It made him stunning to look at.

He was three years older than me and had just finished law school in New York. I heard he secured a job in his uncle’s firm, which would help him pass the bar. I wasn’t surprised. Jake had a reputation as a hellion and ladies’ man in high school, but he was smart, hardworking and goal oriented. He wanted out of our little village and he’d made it.

“Listen, Sof, I have to run. I told Derek I’d meet him when he got off work,” Mary said of her boyfriend. 

“Tell him ‘hi’.” I gave her a hug. “Thanks for coming.”

Mostly everyone else at the party were cousins and friends of my family. I took Mary’s leaving as an opportunity to slip away to the kitchen, steal a cupcake, and then go out the side door for some fresh air. I loved being around my family, but every now and then, it was nice to have a moment alone. After eating my cupcake, I was about to head inside when I saw Jake heading across the street to a car. In the past, he’d had a beat-up sedan, but this one was a sleek new-looking sports car.

“Hey, Jake.” I trotted up the side of the building to the sidewalk. I took a quick look right to see who might be out front at my parents’ restaurant. Seeing no one, I crossed the street.

“Happy Birthday, Sofie.” He held out his arms and of course I went to them. I could pretend he liked me as a woman, even though I was sure he viewed me like a little sister.

“You didn’t stay long,” I said when our embrace ended too soon.

He shrugged. “Tony has a wife now.” I understood that to mean my brother didn’t have time for him now.

“Is that a new car?”

He grinned. “Yes, you like her?”

“I do,” I said, taking in the sleek little two-seater. “You should take me for a ride.” I snickered inwardly as I realized my innuendo. He, of course, had no clue.

“What about your party?”

“No one has noticed I’m gone yet.”

He grinned again, reminding me of the boy in high school. “I’ve been dying to give someone a ride. Hop in.”

I got in the passenger seat while he got in the driver’s side. The car was small enough that I could feel the heat of his body and smell his cologne. Who needed booze? I was drunk on Jake.

He zipped along the city roads for a little while.

“You should go up to the point by the lake,” I said.

“That’s a little ways away.” 

“But the road will be fun.” 

He laughed. “You were always quite the daredevil, weren’t you?”

“I like a little excitement in my life.”

“Then why are you still at home?”

I didn’t think he meant the comment as a barb, but it felt like one. It tapped into my fear that despite my goals, I’d never come close to achieving my dreams.

“I don’t have an uncle who’s a partner in a bakery in New York to give me a job.”

“Ouch.” He glanced at me. “Did I say something wrong?”

Shit, I was messing this up. “No. I’m sorry. It’s just not that easy to move to New York City with protective parents. Even Tony now agrees with them. I should stay home, make cannoli and marry Joey Tratelli.”

He grimaced. “That sounds depressing.”

“I know, right!”

Jake must have wanted to cheer me up, as he took the windy road to the lake. My parents would have died if they knew I was alone with Jake, speeding along the road, heading up to the point. Most of the teenage pregnancies in town had their conceptions at the point, so of course, my parents didn’t want me up there. Maybe they’d back off pushing Joey on me if I told them he once took me up there. Of course, no babies were made. Not even close. At twenty-one years old, I was probably the oldest virgin in all of New York State.

When we got to the lake, Jake bypassed the point and instead went to the waterway nature area where the river and the lake merged. He parked the car in the small lot. I supposed he didn’t want me to get ideas or for people to see he’d brought me, his best friend’s little sister, to the point.

“You’re right, that was fun,” he said.

“Let’s go to the lake.” I didn’t wait for him to respond. I got out of the car. The area was wooded, with a little path to the water. The moon shone bright over the water like a beacon. “I’m going swimming.” I slipped off my shirt.

“Jesus, Sofie...what are you doing?”

“I just said, I’m going swimming,” I smirked at him. “Come on, Jake. I know you’ve seen girls in underwear.”

“Not yours.”

“It’s like a bikini. You’ve seen me in that.” I tried not to be disappointed or offended by his response. I pushed my mini-skirt down and kicked off my flip flops. “Come on.” 

I didn’t wait for him. I strode to the water. The sand was cool between my toes. The water wasn’t as warm as I’d normally like, but I was feeling free at the moment and didn’t want it to end. So, I walked in, and then did the breaststroke in the moonlight.

I turned to see Jake still on the beach, with an exasperated look on his face. “Come on, Sofie. Your parents, hell Tony, would kill me if they knew this was going on.”

“I’m not getting out until you come in.”

“Don’t fuck with me, Sof.” He was agitated now. Too bad.

“Do you know that tonight I’m twenty-one?” I asked him.

“Yes. Now get out of the water.”

“That’s an adult, right?”

“You were an adult at eighteen.” He put his hands on his hips and glared at me.

“Then why does everyone treat me like I’m a child?”

“Maybe because you’re acting like one.”

Now I was agitated. “Why? Because I want to swim in the moonlight? Because I want to escape the drudgery of life for a moment?” I turned away and started swimming.

I heard him swear, but I ignored him. He’d just have to wait.

“Sofie!”

He sounded closer, so I stopped swimming and turned. He was knee-deep in the water, walking toward me and holy moly, he was like a fricking Adonis. He’d taken off his shirt and pants too. His chest was exactly like I imagined; sculpted from Michelangelo himself. He wore dark boxer-length briefs that accentuated a sizable endowment. He was the epitome of beefcake and I wanted to spread frosting all over him and eat him up.

Of course, he didn’t need to know that.

“What?” I said with a disinterested voice.

“Don’t be a b—”

“Don’t even call me a name, Jake Dunne. I know your mama taught you better.”

“We shouldn’t be here.” He finally caught up to me. I thought he’d keep glowering, but instead, he grabbed and tossed me. I plopped in the water, going under and getting my long, thick hair wet. It would be a long time before I could go home because I wasn’t going home with wet hair and trying to explain to my parents where I’d been and with whom. When I popped up, Jake was laughing. Fucker.

“Very funny,” I said as I tried to grab him. I wasn’t sure what I could do. He was bigger and stronger, but I was a feisty Italian woman, so I wasn’t going to take his shit without a fight. I jumped up, putting my hands on his head and I tried to push him down under the water.

Of course, he didn’t budge. The only thing I’d accomplished was that my boobs were right in his face.

I ignored that and tried again. “Go under, you knucklehead.”

He kept laughing. His arms wrapped around me, and it was clear I’d lost control of the situation. I gave up, removing my hands from his head and putting them on his shoulders.

I looked down and was prepared to bite or kick him, but then I saw his eyes were on my breasts. My nipples, already poking out because of the water and cool air, now puckered even more. The tingle in them traveled all the way down to my center.

He looked up at me and I quirked a brow. His cheeks turned red and he released his grip. I held on, sliding down his body until my breasts were mashed against his chest.

“Like what you see, Dunne?” I was taunting him, but it was my birthday, and I wanted him.

He swallowed and I swore I could see the tug-of-war in his eyes. Tony once told me that boys couldn’t be trusted because their dicks had a mind of their own and boys were powerless against them. Well, I hoped to God that was true, because if I wasn’t mistaken, the hard length pressing against my belly was Jake’s dick.

“I like what I see,” I said, looping my arms around his neck.

“Sofie...” I heard the hesitation in his voice.

“It’s my birthday, Jake. Do you know what I wish for?” I wrapped my legs around his waist and rubbed my pussy against his length, loving the flash of heat in his eyes as I did.

“It’s wrong.” His voice was hoarse.

“Who says?” I ground against him and he let out a long hiss.

“Your parents would. Tony would.”

“I don’t see them here. I’m the boss of my own body. Who gets to have it, is up to me. Not them.” We stared at each other for a long time while I waited for him to make the next move. I was clear what I wanted, but even I had my pride. He’d have to make a move too. When it was clear he wasn’t going to, I inhaled a breath to help push away the embarrassment of throwing myself at him, and then disentangled my arms and legs.

I couldn’t find the words to say, so I didn’t say anything as I made my way back to shore.

“Fuck!” He growled and a moment later, he’d swung me around and his mouth was on mine in an all-consuming kiss. Every inch of my skin lit up. My insides flared hot. I’d kissed boys, but I’d clearly never kissed a man. Jake’s tongue swept in my mouth, and I moaned at the invasion. Yes, yes, yes, was all I could think.

His lips stayed on mine as his fingers found my nipples and pinched, and wow, I thought I might come right then.

He groaned and tore his lips from mine. I was about to protest, but then his mouth was sucking on my nipple through my bra, and all I could do was whimper as my body melted from his touch. His fingers unhooked the clasp of my bra and pushed the cup aside, then he sucked again.

“Oh my God...” I’d never felt a sensation like that before. I was burning up inside and I wanted more. My brain was short-circuiting, but I had enough of my wits to know I needed to touch him back, so again I wrapped my legs around him and ground my pussy against his hard dick.

“Fuck, Sofie...you’re playing with fire.”

“I like fire. I want fire.”

He growled again and kissed me as he walked with me wrapped around him to the beach, grabbed his pants and then carried me up the slope to the grassy area under the trees. He dropped to his knees, and then laid me back on the cool grass.

I quickly removed my bra and loved the way his eyes looked at my tits hungrily. He sucked one and then the other, and I could have sworn it was like he was sucking my clit.

“Tell me you’ve done this before,” he growled as he pushed my panties down.

Instead of answering, I yanked his briefs down and wrapped my hand around his dick. It was massive and I had a moment to wonder if it would fit.

“Ah, fuck.” He reached over, grabbed his pants and pulled out a condom. He tore the packet and sheathed himself. “I’m going to hell.”

I guessed he was okay with that because once again, he was sucking my tits. His hand slid down my belly and then his fingers were rubbing my clit.

“Oh, God... Oh yes...” My hips bucked up to meet his fingers.

“You’re so fucking responsive.” He pressed one finger inside me and then two, and it was so, so good. 

“Jake...I want you...”

He finally seemed to accept what was about to happen, because the hesitation and doubt were gone when he said: “Want what, Sof? What do you want?”

“You...I want you...”

“To do what?” He tugged on my tit with his teeth as his thumb rubbed my clit.

Immediately, power in my body exploded with wave after wave of the most incredible pleasure radiating throughout it. “Fuck...”

My body was still pulsing when I felt his dick at my entrance. Yes, it was going to happen.

He pressed in and cursed. “Jesus, Sof, you’re so tight.”

Worried he might realize this was my first time, I gripped his ass. “Fuck me, Jake.”

He levered up on his hands, withdrawing and then he plunged in. Pain pierced sharp, causing me to gasp and arch.

“Holy shit—Sofie.” He started to withdraw.

I gripped his ass tighter. “I’m coming...” I wasn’t, at least not yet, but I didn’t want him to stop. I squeezed my pussy muscles tight.

He hissed as he withdrew, but immediately, he thrust back in.

“Yes.” This time it didn’t hurt. “More.”

He did it again, and that time, I felt the beginnings of pleasure coiling in my belly.

“Make me come, Jake.”

He cursed again and began to move more forcefully, each thrust coming faster than the last.

“Ah, fuck...I’m gonna come,” he growled out. He dipped his head, sucked on my nipple again and for the second time, he sent me rocketing to the stars. Every cell in my body was flooded with endorphins.

“Yes,” he yelled as I squeezed his dick inside me. He plunged in, ground his hips against mine, and then did it again, until finally he collapsed on me.

Immediately, he rolled off and I missed the contact.

“Fuck, fuck, fuck...” He threw his arm over his face. “Your brother is going to skewer me.” It made me think Tony was right. Men were a slave to their dicks, but after they’d given in, came the regret. At least in Jake’s case.

“I won’t tell if you don’t.” Chances were, Tony would skewer me too, so there was no reason anyone had to know. At least for now. Maybe soon we’d be able to tell them and it would be okay. My family knew Jake and his family. He was going to be a successful lawyer, which would make my family happy. And he lived in New York City, which meant I’d be one step closer to being there too.

He put his hand down and turned his head. “You alright?”

“Yes. Why wouldn’t I be?”

He stared at me for a long moment, like he was waiting for me to confess. Finally, he said, “You were tight...really tight...”

“I’m a small woman, Jake.” I didn’t know why I couldn’t confess to being a virgin. Maybe it was because it would add to his distress or regret.

He shook his head like he didn’t believe me. “I should get you home.”

I nodded. I didn’t want to go but he was right. Being gone too long would make my family suspicious. As it was, they were going to wonder where I’d gone.

Before he got up, I gripped his arm. “Jake?”

“Yeah.”

“You gave me the one thing I really wanted for my birthday.”

He smirked. “You wanted to get fucked for your birthday?”

I shook my head. “I wanted you to fuck me for my birthday.”

***
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JAKE AND I TEXTED ON the phone a couple of times over the next few days, but he was busy with his family so he couldn’t arrange to see me. I understood this as my family tended to dominate my time as well. But then the next week, he went back to New York to start his new job, and I was afraid that once he was away, he’d forget about me. So, after I got his address from Tony, I took the bus to the city to his apartment. It was a Saturday so I figured he’d be home.

I wore a summer dress that was fitted to accentuate my assets without being skanky. Swallowing my nerves, I knocked on the door.

It took a few minutes, but then a woman answered the door. I wouldn’t have thought anything about it except she was stunning. Not only was she beautiful, but she exuded money and power. She wore jeans and a t-shirt, and yet to look at her, I thought she had to be rich. 

She smiled. “Can I help you?”

“I was looking for Jake.”

She opened the door so I could go in. “I’ll go get him.” She sauntered off toward a room. The apartment was small, but clean and tidy, except for his table that was loaded with books and papers.

He emerged a moment later, also in jeans and a shirt that wasn’t all the way buttoned up. His hair was wet, as if he’d just been in the shower. He frowned when he saw me. All of a sudden, this visit felt like a bad idea.

“Sofia, what are you doing here?” He looked at the woman, and then moved to me, guiding me to the other side of the tiny living space.

“I’ll get lunch,” the woman said, disappearing to a galley kitchen.

“I came to see you,” I responded to his question.

“Why? Is everything alright? Is something wrong with Tony or your family?”

Why would he think I’d come to see him if there was a problem with my family? That was when it clicked in my naïve, slow mind. He didn’t see this thing between us as a relationship, like I did. In fact, it appeared he’d moved on.

What an idiot. Of course, I should have known. He regretted what he’d done with me and worried about Tony’s reaction. He wasn’t going to keep on seeing me. He had a life here in New York City, while I was a small girl stuck in a small town.

I wanted to hate him, and at the same time, I couldn’t. I might not have been worldly, and I may have been sheltered, but I wasn’t a complete dunce. I’d let my fantasies get away from me, but I was smart enough to see the reality of things now.

I somehow managed a bright smile. “I was in the city looking for baking stuff and I thought I’d stop by and say hi.”

He ran a hand through his hair. “That’s great, but it’s not a good time.”

I waved my hand like it was nothing. “I understand. I’m sorry to have interrupted.” I couldn’t get to the door fast enough. I opened it and escaped onto the landing.

“You sure you’re okay?” He leaned against the doorframe.

“Yes, of course.” My heart was only breaking.

“It was good seeing you, Sofie. Say hello to Tony and the family.”

“Will do.” I turned and hurried down the steps so he wouldn’t see the tears of sadness and mortification.

On the bus ride home, I finally realized why my parents had been so protective of me. Heartbreak was a bitch.
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Sofia

I finished cleaning up my station as the evening pastry crew entered the kitchen. One of the perks of being on the morning cook team was that I was done right after lunch. The bad news was that my day started at 5 a.m. Thank goodness I was a morning person. Or at least learned how to be one.

I still didn’t have my own bakery, but I was in New York working as a pastry cook in an upscale hotel. Goals were achieved one step at a time.

I took off my chef coat and hung it in my locker, as I had no major mishaps that required a washing. I changed my comfortable shoes for some fun flats and then headed out of the staff area to the front of the hotel, making a beeline for the bar where I knew my friend Gina would be waiting for me and flirting with Rosco, one of the bartenders.

Sure enough, she had a fancy drink and pretty smile for him.

“Hey girl, you shouldn’t harass the bartenders.” I hopped up on a stool next to her. Usually, I didn’t want to eat at the same place I worked, but she was on a lunch break and didn’t have much time.

“If only he’d harass me.” She gave Rosco a knowing look.

“What can I get you Sof?” Rosco asked, putting a napkin on the bar.

“Seltzer water with lime.”

He nodded and headed off to get my drink.

“Should I have asked him to give you an orgasm?” I bumped Gina with my shoulder.

She snorted. “I dare you.”

“Careful, you know I will.” But I didn’t when he set the glass in front of me. We ordered two flatbread pizzas for lunch before he headed off to take care of another customer.

“Any word on the apartment hunt?” she asked me while we waited for our food.

I blew out an exasperated breath. “Millions of apartments available in this city but they’re either too expensive or cockroach-infested.” I turned to her. “I did look at one clean place. It was a closet...less than a hundred square feet with a communal bathroom in the hall. Sixteen hundred dollars a month.”

“Yikes, that’s tiny, but cheap.”

“I don’t know what I’m going to do. I’m running out of time.” I had what I already thought was a small studio of seven hundred square feet, but it was in Murray Hill and had a sweet low rent. I felt like I’d won the New York housing lottery when I got it. Unfortunately, the owner of the building sold it and the new owner was planning to convert all the apartments into condos with million-dollar price tags. Until I was at Duff Goldman status, I couldn’t afford to buy a condo, much less one that was a million dollars.

“I wish I had room—”

“I know and I appreciate that you want to help me,” I said.

Gina rented a townhouse with six other people. They were crammed pretty tight and while I wasn’t averse to having a roommate, having five of them didn’t seem like a good situation. The stories Gina told about her living arrangements made me surprised none of her roommates had killed each other yet.

“You should come to the firm’s anniversary party with me tomorrow. Free food and booze.” Gina was a paralegal for a law firm in the city. The lawyers covered a variety of fields such as family law and real estate, but their claim to fame was in entertainment and intellectual property law.

I laughed. “If only that would solve my housing problem.”

“It could.” She leaned back slightly when Rosco placed her flatbread pizza in front of her. “Thank you, handsome.”

“My pleasure, Princess.” He winked at her and then gave me my food.

“How could my going to your firm’s party get me an apartment?” I asked her, getting back to her comment.

“Because, there are many rich lawyers that work in real estate and housing law. And if they don’t have leads, you could marry one and solve all your problems. Sometimes the celebrity clients show up. Maybe you could marry one of them.”

I rolled my eyes. “You sound like my mother.” Still, the networking aspect could be a good idea. “Do you really think anyone there would be able to refer me to a place?”

“Sure.” She took a bite of her pizza. “And if not, at least you’ll have a good time for free.”

I shook my head at her, but at the same time marveled at her ability to have a good time without spending a dime.

“I’ll think about it.”

“You’ll go. Wear that pretty red dress you have. You’ll have several marriage proposals by the end of the night,” Gina said confidently.

I laughed, so happy to have a good friend like her. She was always positive, which I needed because I didn’t want to have to move outside the city or, heaven forbid, back home. I loved my family, but living with them and commuting to the city would be a nightmare. Especially since they never really got over my leaving the restaurant.

After lunch, Gina headed back to work and I took the subway back to my apartment. I walked in to all the boxes that were packed and ready to move as soon as I had my new place or was evicted and thrown on the street. The only things that weren’t packed were my baking goods. I eyed one of the larger boxes. I was a small woman; perhaps I could live in it.

Pushing my housing dilemma aside for now, I took my usual afternoon nap. Thirty minutes later, I woke up refreshed and ready to finish the day. I fired up my laptop to check Internet orders for Sofia’s Sweet Treats, my online baking business. My side business was what allowed me to afford to live alone in a studio in the middle of Manhattan. The only downside was my yum yums were limited to what I could either deliver in person or ship. So it was mostly cookies, bars, cake pops, macarons and other tasty treats.

Most orders today were for cake pops and one for macarons, which was about par for the course. Two orders paid extra to have customized cake pops, one for a child’s birthday and one for a baby shower. I could make those in my sleep. I’d made so many cake pops for parties back home, including my brother and Vera’s baby shower, and then for their baby, Tony Jr’s first birthday and again for their next son, Frankie’s first birthday. I made them for my friends, all of whom were married and having babies too, including Mary.

Every time I went home, my mother made a comment about my becoming a spinster. I thought she was nuts. I was only twenty-six. But then I read Persuasion by Jane Austen, and her character, Anne Elliott, was considered to be unmarriageable at twenty-eight. Surely, in the twenty-first century, I had more time.

I put my red apron with white polka dots on and got to work on the macarons, since they’d need time to sit and dry. I decided to make another two dozen that I could take to Gina and she could share them at the party. Her co-workers would ask about the tastiest macarons they’d ever had, and she’d tell them about my business. Maybe I wouldn’t find an apartment or a husband, but I could find a customer.

I laughed as I remembered Gina’s comment about a husband. I knew she didn’t mean it. She was like me, a woman who had hopes and dreams to fulfill before settling down with a family. In her case, she wanted to be a lawyer. She was saving money to attend an evening law school starting in the fall. We’d already decided that when she was done, she could be my business lawyer when I expanded and franchised my business. Okay, so maybe I wouldn’t get that big, but it was nice to be with another woman who knew what it was like to come from a small town and a traditional family, but wanted to dream big.

When my macarons were piped out and sitting to dry, I started on the cake for the cake pops. It made me think of my brother whose birthday was coming soon. I would need to contact my mother to see if she wanted me to make a cake. Usually she did, but if she was feeling surly about my leaving home, she’d say, “I don’t want to bother my busy city daughter with such a small order.” Mothers!

I wondered if maybe I should call Vera instead. I’d need to know how many people were coming. It was a tradition started by my grandfather, that family celebrations were held at the restaurant. While it was convenient, I think it was more due to the fact that he worked every day. My parents continued that tradition because they too worked every day. 

Over the years, my brother’s parties at the restaurant changed. While he had a few friends from his childhood, most of his new friends were families that had moved into the area to escape the city. Thinking of his childhood friends made me think of Jake Dunne, and with it, the remnants of mortification.

With the passage of time, I’d seen that even at twenty-one, I was still naïve and sheltered. At least more so than I’d thought at the time. After all, I had been a virgin. But I’d also equated sex with love or at least affection. I understood now that my time with Jake had been a simple hookup. A part of me was angry at him for that, and yet, I remembered clearly how hard I’d pushed him when he’d tried to avoid me at first. Mortification then turned to a sense of female sexual empowerment; I’d seduced Jake Dunne. 

On occasion, I’d think about finding him and apologizing for crashing his interlude with the older lady, but after five years, what were the odds he’d forgotten me? Pretty high. And I didn’t need the added embarrassment of his saying, “We had sex? When?”

So, I didn’t find him and instead I put my crush on him in the rearview mirror of life. Sure, he showed up in a few sexy dreams, and on occasion, when I was in the tub and taking care of my own pleasures, but only I knew about that.

Several hours later, my macarons were baked and filled, my cake pops rolled and dipped, and all were packed in their respective boxes ready for me to send tomorrow on my “lunch” break at nine in the morning.

I checked my closet for the red dress Gina I suggested I wear. It seemed like I should wear black to a law firm party, but she was right; I looked good in it. Maybe I wouldn’t find a husband, but perhaps I’d find an investor for the bakery I still hoped to open one day. 
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Chapter Two
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Jake

“Ms. Kincaid will see you now, Mr. Dunne.”

It was about damn time. I smiled at my mentor’s secretary as I stood and adjusted my coat. “Thank you.” I walked past her to my boss’ office door and opened it.

“Ah, Jake, come in.” Val Kincaid stood from behind her desk looking like the queen of the world. She was the epitome of the ultra-successful New York woman with sharp angles and lines from the blunt cut of her short salon-created blonde hair, the triangle shape of her face and tailored cut of her skirt and coat. She was smart as hell and the only real ally I had at my law firm since my uncle died two years ago. He’d helped me get the job at Gordon, Wallace and Dunne, and assigned her to help me pass the bar and mentor me to success. And she had, which was why I was in her office now.

I took a seat on the couch hoping I looked relaxed, even though I was keyed up.

“I know why you’re here,” she said, offering me a glass of her favorite Kentucky whiskey, then sitting in a chair across from me with her own double shot.

“Then I don’t have to ask.”

She sighed. “It’s still a no, Jake. I’m sorry.”

Fuck. “I don’t get it, Val. I work my ass off. I bring in more business than most of them. I deserve a partnership.”

“I know, Jake.” She patted her hand in a downward motion my mother used to do when she thought I was getting too riled up. “But there’s nothing I can do. You just need to bide your time.”

“That’s just wrong. What reason did they give this time?”

“It’s the same. Too young. Too inexperienced. Oh, and they added unsettled.”

“Unsettled? What the hell does that mean?”

She made a ffftt sound. “It’s ridiculous. They worry that, being so young still, you might do something immature or reckless like young men often do.”

I shook my head, baffled. “Like what? I’m never immature or reckless with the law.”

“Not the law, in life. You know like you might do something to embarrass the firm at a strip club or something. I don’t know. How do I know how men think?”

For a moment I could only gape. “When do I have time to be immature and reckless in life? I’m too damn busy bringing in business to this firm.”

“Jake. I know. You don’t have to get mad at me.”

I blew out a breath. “I’m not mad at you. I’m mad at those fu—ass—” I downed my drink.

She laughed at my attempt to control my language. “They are fuckers and assholes. And if you want to know the truth, they’re jealous and power-drunk; that’s why you’re not being made partner.”

“How’d you do it?” I sagged in the couch as all my anger dissipated into defeat.

“I was a woman. When I thought they’d given me one hoop too many to jump through, I mentioned something about sexual discrimination. Unfortunately, being a white male, you don’t have that card to play.”

“I shouldn’t have to play any card. My work should speak for itself. I could get an offer elsewhere and bring all my clients with me.”

“You could bring some, but not all without getting sued. Even so, you’re right. They’re just being assholes because they resent your uncle bringing you in, and you’re younger, have all your hair, and make them look lazy.”

I smirked at her attempt at levity. “So they should work harder, not hold me back. I don’t party so that unsettled thing is nuts.”

“They think a woman gives a man stability, you know, to keep him from doing immature and reckless shit.” She laughed, clearly thinking it was as ridiculous as I did.

“They’re a bunch of hypocrites. All of them cheat on their wives. What’s stable about that?”

She shrugged. “You’re preaching to the choir, Jake. I don’t suppose you have any wife prospects?”

Was she kidding? “When do I have time to see women? I’m always working.”

She frowned. “This job can suck the life out of you. They’re not wrong that having someone or something outside of the job is important.”

I laughed derisively. “What do you have?”

“Well, I have my boxing class where I imagine kicking all the executive partners’ asses and I’ve got Joe on the sixth floor of my building.”

I lifted a brow.

“Sort of a friend with benefits. He’s in finance so he can’t have a real life either. When the urge comes, we help each other out.”

I turned away, not wanting to discuss my mentor’s sex life.

“So, you don’t have a friend like that?” she asked.

I made a wanking motion.

“That works too, but it’s not as fun. Maybe that’s what you need Jake. You need to get laid.”

“Is this sexual harassment?” I was joking but maybe it would make her stop talking about my sex—or in this case, lack of sex—life.

She sighed. “The point is, you can’t live your life for the job, Jake. You can’t let those fuckers upstairs dictate your happiness.”

“What about what’s fair?”

She laughed and looked at me like I was naïve. “You should know by now that life isn’t fair.”

“So the fact that I’m about to land George Lipman as a client doesn’t hold as much weight as if I got married, is that what they’re saying?” 

Lipman was a well-known TV producer that had Emmy-nominated shows every year for the last ten years. I’d met him originally through my uncle, who’d been wooing him. When my uncle died, I’d taken over the job, and for the last two years had been developing a relationship with him.

“If you did both they’d be hard-pressed to deny you.”

I took a deep breath, set my empty glass on the table and stood. “Thanks for trying. Again.”

She stood too. “It’s going to happen, Jake. Just not today.”

I nodded and left her office. I headed to my office stopping by Gina Loretti’s desk.

“Hey Gina, do you have that research for the Slater case?”

“Yes, Mr. Dunne.” She handed me a file. “Here’s the draft of the filing for Mrs. Parker too.”

I took the documents. Gina was the most efficient person at the firm I knew. Like me, she worked hard and had goals. In her case, she was planning on going to law school. I wondered if she was going to need a husband to get a partnership.

“Thank you.”

“Mr. Dunne? Will you be going to the office party tonight? Mr. Wallace wants me to give him a count.”

“Yes, I’ll be there.” See, this was why I never got laid. I was too busy working or sucking up to partners.

I went into my office, tossed the files on my desk and then went to look out my window. My office wasn’t bad. It was the last concession partners had given me when I pushed them to give me a partnership. But I was tired of being patronized. Sure, my uncle got me the job here, but I’d worked my ass off. I earned everything I had. Everyone knew it including the partners. But Val was right. They were a bunch of small-minded men who felt threatened by my work. Instead of working their asses off, they chose to keep me down. Fuckers.

I wondered if that married thing was true. I should go out and find a wife just to shove it in their faces. I’d toed the line for nearly six years. Pass the bar, they said. So I did, not only in New York, but in New Jersey and Connecticut too. Get your own clients. Okay, I got my own clients. Expand your practice field. I went from doing family law to adding intellectual property and business law. Now they said I needed to be married. How hard could that be?

I shook my head. What the fuck was I thinking? My goal was to secure my financial future and be the best lawyer in the firm. In the city even. Getting married would only jeopardize that. I’d worked on enough divorce cases to know that marriage was costly, not just emotionally but financially as well. I didn’t need to make either of those payments, thank you very much. Nope, marriage was definitely not in my future.

Pushing my irritation aside, I went to work, dealing with my current clients, and making an appointment to see George Lipman again. If I didn’t make partner after securing the big-name producer, then there was something seriously wrong with the partners of this firm.

I worked until five-thirty and then I headed to the gym offered by the firm and rowed. Normally I preferred to run outside in the mornings, but I didn’t have time this morning and with the party tonight to celebrate the firm’s thirtieth anniversary, I definitely wouldn’t have time for a workout later.
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