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            Taking the Belle

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Ashton knows what he wants as soon as he sees it.

        When the strange little princess in the dangerous dress walks in to his friend's bar one night, Ash can barely remember his own name, let alone the name of the woman who recently did him wrong. He knows it's a bad idea to get close to someone who doesn't understand his wild-and-woolly secret, but he's the breed of guy who mates for life. He doesn't care who her daddy is and does not care how many gilded hoops he has to jump through. He's gonna marry that girl and do whatever she says to get her down the aisle.

      

        

      
        Rosemary has got it all, except any desire for the kind of man her rich daddy approves of.

        She's a hell cat who's hell-bent saving her virginity for just the right down-home fella who can keep up with her.

        A man who isn't after her family's money.

        And, a man who can handle the excitement of her family's bizarre little secret.

        Ashton fits the bill perfectly. He's a self-made man, tons of fun and mystery, and has latched on to her so fast they're as cozy as peanut butter and jelly.

        Now. if everyone can keep their claws to themselves, they might just make it!
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Chapter One


          

        

      

    

    
      Ash

      

      If there were ever an extreme sports of mixology event, Bobby Jordan would be the undefeated world champion. 

      Who knows why Ashton Boudreaux’s best friend had decided on Singapore Sling as the signature cocktail of the evening for the Wolfpack Tavern’s annual Twelfth Night party? Maybe because he looked good mixing them.

      Bobby slid the drink across the bar. 

      “Why did you have to make it a tropical drink? Do I look like I’m wearing a coconut bra?” Ash asked.

      His friend grinned at him. “Because of exactly that. The ladies come to my bar for my good looks, and they stay because I know how to mix the pretty, pretty drinks. And they like to watch me.”

      Ash shook his head and drawled, “Well, I ain’t so much interested in the ladies tonight, so how ’bout I come back there and fix myself something to put some more hair on my chest?”

      Bobby laughed. “You don’t need no more hair on that chest, ape-man. Besides, everybody knows you need a nice young lady to get your mind off of what’s-her-name. You need to move on.”

      Ash shook his head and said, “It’s gonna take more than nice.” He sipped his drink, which tasted too sweet for him. Cloying like candy. “This is terrible. Move over, Bobby.”

      Bobby blocked him. “This is my bar. And this ladies’ night shindig is my own personal Thank-Your-Personal-Baby-Jesus-Christmas-Is-Over Party. I insist. Now sit down, I’ll make you an Old Fashioned.”

      “I’d appreciate it, thanks. And try not to be jealous of my chest hair. I can’t help it that Mother Nature doubled down on my testosterone.” Ash pounded his fist on one of his pectorals, which he pushed out for emphasis.

      Bobby mixed up the Old Fashioned and slid it in front of his friend, then his eyes glanced past Ash with an odd look on his face. “Sure, pal. Let’s hope you still got some of that manhood left to work with after what what’s-her-name did to you because you’re gonna need it.”

      “What are you babbling about?” Ash sipped his drink. Bobby nodded to the front door. Ash swiveled around in his barstool, not prepared for the lightning strike of a female who was eyeing him from across the room. She’d slinked in alongside Ash’s lifelong friend, Pen LeFleur, who was already signaling to Bobby to have drinks ready.

      Ash stood up because that’s what one does in the presence of a queen. And that’s about all that he knew how to do at the moment when she locked eyes with him.

      He didn’t know her name, but she looked like she knew him. Her silvery lace shawl slipped from her shoulders. Pen graciously caught the garment before it touched the dubiously clean floor of the establishment. 

      “Who. Is. That?” Ash asked his friend without taking his eyes off the strange woman.

      “Pen said something about bringing her newest client along tonight. Don’t know her name, but she’s old money. Way older than your sorry-ass Boudreaux money, my friend. So be careful.”

      Ash turned to his friend and laughed. “Oh yeah? Then why’s she partying over here in our neck of the woods and not whisking our girl away to some fancy club downtown?” He took a healthy gulp of his drink and enjoyed the burn on the way down.

      “I guess she and Pen hit it off.”

      Ash turned again and saw the strange, sultry woman approaching, her eyes on him like a challenge. Like she had found her prey and was daring him to run. The woman had deep, intense eyes, high cheekbones, a heart-shaped face, and wild blond hair. Ash didn’t know her name, but they both knew she was about to hit it off with more than just Pen. Was this a dream?

      Ash detected her herbal scent long before she slithered up close to the bar and parked herself right next to him. The big, bad wolf in him latched on to the heady mix of fragrance and pheromones that floated along with her.

      Her dangerously short slip of a dress, five-inch stilettos, and at least ten pounds of antique diamonds that sparkled against her wrists, neck, and earlobes all made up some pretty packaging on the outside. Ash found himself dead curious to see what lurked underneath. Not just her body. She had power, and he needed to know where it came from.

      “What you drinkin’, darlin’?” Her eyes homed in on the girly drink on the bar next to Ash, the one he had tasted and set aside in exchange for his Old Fashioned. Her voice felt like a cool satin sheet sliding across his chest on a steamy night in July.

      Ash was doing his best not to drool. He kept his eyes focused on hers, despite knowing full well her nipples were trying to poke through the thin, shiny fabric of that dress. But even focusing on her eyes—her long lashes accented with the tiniest of rhinestones that gave her the look of an unearthly snow queen—gave him an insta-boner. 

      “Ah…” He looked for words. Words, man, think of words. The woman asked you a question. “Old Fashioned. What’s your poison? I’ll fix you whatever.”

      “Hey, that’s my job,” Bobby said, interrupting, but Ash ignored him.

      “What’s that?” she asked, pointing to the girly drink. Every time she spoke, her lashes fluttered at him like she was beckoning him to come closer. 

      “Ah…some sugar water that my man Bobby here thought would help him seduce the ladies.”

      “Hey!” Bobby said. 

      The snow queen smiled and picked up the drink. “I love these colorful cocktails,” she said. “Makes me happy to look at them.”

      Bobby cleared his throat. “Ma’am, let me make you a fresh one. That one has Ash’s cooties all over it.”

      She leaned sideways against the bar and sassily thrust out one hip. She spoke to Bobby but kept her eyes trained on Ash. “I ain’t scared of Ash’s germs. He looks like good people to me.” And then she winked one of those gorgeous eyes, picked up the cocktail, and held it aloft. 

      “To Ash and his cooties,” she said, raising her glass. Ash laughed and raised his drink, not knowing what to say back.

      “Rosemary,” she said as if answering the question by reading his mind. “That’s my name.”

      He nodded and they clinked glasses. “To Rosemary. My favorite flavor.” 

      Ash and Rosemary kept their eyes locked on each other as they sipped their drinks. It was the kind of stare-down that preceded either a lively bout of fist-fighting or fucking, and if the two of them kept it up, one or the other would have happened right there at the bar in front of everyone. Ash had a feeling he would have to pay Bobby for property damages, whether for fighting or fucking. 

      Rosemary laughed as she watched Ash wolf the rest of his drink, swipe a tiny dribble off his chin, and slam his glass on the bar. Then she surprised him by following suit, with a bravado that matched his. Shit, a woman who can drink, too. 

      He held out his hand. “Ashton Boudreaux. I don’t believe I caught your last name.”

      She smiled coyly and accepted his proffered hand. “DuChamp.”

      If Ash had been drinking as she announced her family name, he would have done a spit take. “Did you say DuChamp? As in DuChamp Shipping?”

      She sighed and pushed her empty glass toward Bobby. “Bartender, how ’bout another one of those,” she said, laying on the drawl thickly. Then she turned back to Ash. “And DuChamp Trucking. And DuChamp Sugar. And DuChamp Steel. Yes. That one. Got any more questions about my rich daddy?”

      Ash could tell she was on the verge of walking away. He wisely decided against asking any more questions about her family or its well-known mountains of money. “I do not,” he replied. “You got any questions about my daddy and his smaller-but-respectable fortune?”

      She raised an eyebrow. “And tell me, Ashton, who is your daddy?”

      Just then, Pen barged in on the conversation and slung an arm around Ash’s shoulder. “Why, everybody knows his daddy! Ash here’s the son of Jimmy Chicken! Remember? I told you about him.” Pen slurred her words, clearly having pre-gamed for ladies’ night at the Wolfpack Tavern. “I’m so glad to see y’all are getting acquainted! Rosemary, Ash. Ash, Rosemary; Bobby, Rosemary. Rosemary, Bobby. Y’all, Rosemary is officially in the crew now, I hope that’s okay. She is the best. The. Best.”

      Yes, Pen was always this gregarious whenever the group got together. Especially when she’d already knocked back a few before the party started. 

      Rosemary laughed. “We did some shots at my place. Don’t worry; we took a rideshare here.”

      “Aww, drunk Pen is so cute,” Ash said, putting an arm around his friend’s waist, though curious why, with all of that DuChamp money, Rosemary hadn’t made use of her chauffeur. He didn’t dare ask, though. Not after the way Rosemary had bristled at the mention of her father’s company. Turning to Bobby, Ash remarked, “Ain’t our Pen the cutest?”

      An amused Rosemary glanced back and forth between the two friends.

      “Oh, no,” Ash said, anticipating Rosemary’s question. “We’re not a thing,” he said. “We’re just friends, always just friends. We’ve known each other since, what, homeschool days?”

      Pen laughed, “Yeah, I gotta remember to tell you a story about the time Ash and Bobby and the rest of the crew put on a big talent show just for the parents…”

      Bobby cut her off, coming around the bar and putting a supporting arm around his drunk friend. “Yes, that’s a classic story. I’m sure you’ll remember to tell it tomorrow. Meanwhile, come along, ol' Pen. Something I need you to see. Our long-lost homie Vann sent me an aged bottle of whiskey from Tokyo.”

      Immediately distracted, Pen shouted, “Oh my gawd, let’s open that bitch!”

      Ash and Bobby nodded at each other. Bobby busted Ash’s chops constantly, but he was a good wingman. Bobby knew right away that Ash didn’t want this snow queen knowing all his embarrassing stories. Not tonight, anyway.

      As Bobby and Pen disappeared to share the bottle with the rest of the gang, Rosemary goggled at him. “Tight-knit group you’ve got here. Must be nice to always have people backing you up.”

      He gave her his best crooked aw-shucks grin. “It’s not an exclusive club or anything. We have room for new friends, too, even if her name is DuChamp.” 

      Rosemary sipped a second fruity drink and shot him a devious look. “Just one problem.”

      Ash leaned in and got another whiff of her perfume, layered on top of her natural scent. He was glad he’d stopped drinking after one Old Fashioned. Not only did he intend to leave with her in his car, but alcohol put a severe damper on his ability to sniff out scents. Despite her calm demeanor, her pulse raced the closer they leaned in toward each other. His sniffer could pick up a scared rabbit hidden in the bushes just by listening for the rapid heartbeat. But this girl was no fuzzy bunny. She was just as much of an alpha as he was, and she was ready to pounce.

      “And what problem would that be?” Ash asked, nearly high on the drug of her scent. He felt her in his nostrils, his lungs, all the way down on a molecular level. 

      “I don’t wanna be your friend,” she replied. 

      Ash’s face fell. “Oh. Okay.” He kept it cool. He looked down at the bar, away from her gaze.

      “Ash,” she said, bending close to catch his eye.

      “Yeah?” He reluctantly met her gaze once again.

      “You didn’t ask me what I do want.”

      He shrugged. “All right then, non-friend. What do you want?”

      Rosemary could strike a man dead with that expression on her face, and that man would die happy. “I just wanna fuck someone my daddy hates.”

      That caught him off-guard. Ash squinted at her skeptically but remained interested. “That’s a lot to unpack, little lady.”

      She looked away, suddenly appearing vulnerable for the first time. “I’m so sorry. I’ve been a bit of a deceiver tonight. I already knew who you were when Pen brought me here. She said she was meeting with her good friend, Ashton Boudreaux. When I asked her for more details, it turns out my daddy, Lionel, hates your daddy.”

      “Really?” Ash asked. He knew none of this. “But…nobody but nobody hates Jimmy Boudreaux. He’s just a good old dude with a fried chicken empire. He donates almost a third of his income to local charities every year.”

      Rosemary nodded as if she already knew all of that. “Thing is, my daddy wants me to stay home like a good girl until I marry, and marry me off to some family that’ll make him even more money. So I moved out, found my own place, and hired Pen to decorate it. And it turns out, you are the son of the only rich man on the Gulf Coast who ever said no to my daddy. I find that very, very appealing.”

      Rosemary brought the little red cocktail straw up close to her lips, stuck out her tongue, and slowly licked the straw from the tip on down to just below the rim. And then back up again to the tip. The entire time she did not break eye contact with Ash. 

      That was quite a revelation to Ash. He knew he should be a little bit offended at the idea of her wanting to use him to get back at her daddy. But damn. None of that information turned him off in the least. Certainly, none of that mattered to the caged beast inside him. Those lips, that pink tongue could use him and use him again, as far as he was concerned. He could already taste her in his mouth. 

      “Did Bobby get the date wrong?” he asked her.

      “Excuse me, sugar?” she asked, confused.

      “Well, this was supposed to be a Twelfth Night party, but all I can see in front of me is one juicy little Christmas present.”

      Rosemary laughed, pulled out the straw, and tossed back her second drink. Damn. Dayum. A hot little hellcat who smells amazing, gets right to the point, wants to use you to get back at her daddy, and can hold her liquor. Marry her immediately, or you’re an idiot.

      “So does that mean you’re down for it?” she asked, even though it was clear she knew the answer. Any man would be a fool to say no.

      “Mamaw, gimme that heirloom diamond, ’cause I’m fixin’ to put a ring on this one,” he said, unable to keep himself from grinning ear to ear.

      She set the glass on the bar and locked onto his eyes one more time. “You ’bout done talking, Boudreaux? ’Cause I am ready to go.”

      He nodded, stood up straight, and offered his arm to the lady. 

      “Good manners,” she commented. “Oh, but wait. I forgot about Pen. I’m sorry, I don’t get out much and I don’t normally pick men up in bars…”

      Ash, though surprised to hear her claim inexperience — she seemed abundantly sure of what she wanted since the get-go — reassured her, “My mama didn’t raise a slouch. Bobby will make sure Pen gets home. Let’s go, Ms. DuChamp.”
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      Ash

      

      How was it possible that Ash was speeding along the highway in his 1969 GTO with the daughter of his father’s most hated enemy in New Orleans? 

      He didn’t know how these things happened, and he didn’t care to question fate. 

      Rosemary, the little sexpot, couldn’t even wait until they had made it to her place. She was already unzipping his pants and springing his little beast free from his boxer briefs as he drove.

      “You starting already?”

      Rosemary replied not with words so much as her mouth. She leaned down and teased the tip with those plump little lips, that sexy pink tongue. Ash wanted to pull the car over and claim her body right then and there, but he had to keep them both safe as he drove. This wasn’t entirely fair. But it was nice.

      Ash sped up, racing closer to her place, following the directions she had previously typed into his car’s GPS. Why this chick would be living on her own in an old sugar warehouse when her daddy had more money than God and the biggest mansion in the Garden District he did not know, but he was grateful for that fact at the moment. He was looking forward to a night of dark and dirty business with Rosemary, free from the scrutiny of the rarified world he imagined she lived in.

      Ash just needed to get them to their destination before all the blood left his brain and he crashed the car.

      As his speeding car reached 75, 80, 85 mph, Rosemary’s mouth worked his shaft with increasing urgency. Her fingers frantically tugged at his shirt. Ash obliged her by pulling his shirttails out of his waistband so her hands could reach under and caress his pleasure trail. Damn. Damn, damn, damn, she was working him up.

      Ash wanted to tell her to stop, but he also wanted to see how far this would go.

      “Slow down, baby girl. Tell me where to park.”

      He had exited the off-ramp and was now headed down her street. 

      Rosemary kept going while managing to produce a key card from her purse and handing it to him. A multi-tasker of epic proportions. Ash thought he might love this woman already. He swiped the card at the gate. Thank god for automation or some parking attendant would be getting quite a show right now.

      “Babe, I don’t want the first time we do this to be in a parking garage. Call me a hopeless romantic.”

      She slowed her pace. Then she sat up and looked at him. “There’s going to be a second time?”

      He grinned. “And a third, and a fourth, and a thousandth. I don’t do one-night stands, sweet thing. I hope that doesn’t scare you. Because even if it does, I ain’t letting you get away.”

      Rosemary’s satin voice came out in a low whisper. “I don’t know if you realize this, but if you’re into me for the long term, Daddy’s gonna find out. And he ain’t gonna like it one bit.”

      “Who’s your daddy?”

      She looked at him blankly. “Lionel DuChamp, silly. I thought we’d been over this.”

      Ash grinned and gave her his best bedroom eyes. “Nah. Tell me who’s your daddy now?”

      It took Rosemary a second, but then she caught on, and a devious smile her face. She arched an eyebrow at him and whispered, “You are?”

      “What? Was that a question? I didn’t hear you,” he teased. “Could you speak up?”

      “I said you are. You’re my daddy.”

      “You know that’s right. Now let’s go upstairs and finish this, ’cause I’m gonna take care of you so good you won’t know which way is up when I’m done with you.”

      Upstairs, her “apartment” looked to Ash more like an entire third floor of a hastily renovated warehouse. He didn’t see much of it in the dark except the vast amount of space bathed in the lights from the street. She pulled him into her corner bedroom and plugged in a string of pink lights that were haphazardly pinned to the crown molding.

      The effect was a rosy glow that allowed him to watch what she was doing to him. It had been one thing to feel this aggressive little mate of his have her way with him while he white-knuckled the steering wheel and willed himself to keep his damn eyes on the road. Crazy exciting. But sitting on the edge of her California king-size bed, watching her smile at him as she kicked off her high heels and knelt in front of him was just beyond everything.

      Rosemary expertly sank his shaft deeply into her mouth and all the way to the back of her throat, not wasting a moment of anyone’s time.

      “I like a woman who gets right to the point,” he growled, threading his fingers into her wild layers of hair. Now that she was between his legs and not sitting beside him, she could pull him in much deeper, explore more of his body with both of her hands. She worked her way up to a frantic rhythm, cupping and squeezing his balls at the same time, making him curse and gasp with the pleasurable pain of it. When he was almost at blast-off, she moved her hands around gripped his ass. The rumble that escaped Ash’s lips quickly rose into a roar of epic pleasure. He exploded into her mouth and she took it all in with gleeful enthusiasm. 

      It was then Ash realized he’d forgotten to warn her of one thing. 

      “Oh fuck. Baby, I’m so sorry. It’s too much, I forgot to tell you,” he huffed.

      But if Rosemary had noticed an unnaturally large amount of cum than a normal human male, she didn’t act put off. She took it all in with the same ease that she tossed back her liquor. 

      When his orgasm subsided, Ash caught Rosemary up in his arms and pulled her into his lap. She circled her arms around his ribcage, squeezed, and laid her head on his chest. All he could think about was his need to kiss those generous lips of hers, tear off that flimsy dress, and make her feel as alive as he felt right now. But with her head down like that, she seemed to want to snuggle. He was okay with that, too. They would have plenty of time for more dirty deeds later. A lifetime together, if he had his way.

      “Baby, I wanna kiss that mouth,” he breathed.

      “Not yet,” she answered. “Not on the first date.”

      Ash chuckled. “Are you serious? After what just happened?”

      She sighed and ran her hands over his chest. “I’ll explain later. Can you just let me ravage you tonight?”

      There was no question about whether she would get her way. She was his mate; it was settled. Some part of him knew as soon as she walked into the door of Bobby’s bar, as soon as her scent filled his lungs. No going back after this. 

      Rosemary might have thought she’d weaseled an invite to meet the offspring of her father’s enemy. But none of that mattered. She was his. He was hers.

      Whether she knew it or not, she had been claimed by the wolf.
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        * * *

      

      The sun rose over the French Quarter. Ash was alone on his rooftop overlooking Bourbon Street. Utterly spent after a night of passion with his new female, he should be sleeping it off—the booze, the exhaustion, the comedown after four orgasms in one night—but he needed to think.

      And here on the rooftop is where he came to think. 

      Specifically, about why Rosemary wouldn’t let him undress her and please her in return. As Ash looked at the sunrise in all of its pinks and oranges, he knew he wanted to share this with her. Every morning for the rest of his life, if possible. He refused to screw this up. If she needed to take things slow when it came to her body, so be it. As long as she understood she was his. 

      But there was another problem. He could deal with her quirks, but could she deal with his whole laundry list of issues?

      Perhaps he should just tell his brain to shut up and enjoy the ride for now. Wait for things to unfold naturally and get her parents used to him slowly. Draw it out. Let their love be the small but constant drip of water that eventually creates a beautiful canyon and nobody could imagine life without them together. 

      That’s it. That’s the only way. Get her, and her family, used to the whole idea, little by little.

      And if that didn’t work? They could elope, move away, and change their names to stay out of the crosshairs of the legendary Lionel DuChamp. That was also a plan.
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      Rosemary

      

      “Daddy, Mama, I hope you don’t mind, I’m bringing home my boyfriend for dinner next week.”

      Betsy and Lionel DuChamp both dropped their silver forks with a clatter onto the maple Louis XIV dining table.

      “Well, sweetie, who is the lucky fellow?” Betsy asked, barely able to hide the wild curiosity behind her genteel exterior.

      Rosemary could barely contain herself either, she was so excited to see her daddy’s reaction. “Ashton Boudreaux! I think you know his daddy, Jimmy?”

      Then to add a little extra flair to her announcement, she sang the commercial jingle: “JB stands for Just the Best!”

      The color wheel on her daddy’s face rotated from gray to beet red to rutabaga purple.

      Her mother folded her linen napkin and placed it on the table. “Jimmy Chicken’s loin fruit. Well, my goodness.” Then she crossed her fork and knife at the top of her plate to indicate that she was finished eating, though she had eaten nothing. She had no more appetite for chicken. 

      “If you’re not gonna eat that, I’ll take it. I am famished. Ol' Ash and I had quite the night out on the town last night and I was so exhausted I slept all day and haven’t eaten a single thing since brunch at Du Monde yesterday.”

      Rosemary got up and cleared away her mother’s plate and carried it back to her place at the table. She stared at her parents and waited for the ax to fall. “Well, gosh, you two. Say something. Anything!” Rosemary cajoled, with a mouthful of chicken. So much for finishing-school table etiquette.

      Lionel finally did speak. He turned to his wife and said, “Betsy, I’ll be in my office.” And with that, he stood and gathered up his plate, fork, and knife and walked away.

      Rosemary watched him go and then turned to Betsy, pointing a forkful of chicken thigh in the direction of her father’s back. “You know, that man is remarkable. Nothing can piss him off so bad he won’t eat.”

      Betsy finally looked at her daughter straight in the eye but did not rejoin the comments about her husband. “My only child doesn’t appreciate anything we’ve done for her. She leaves my house to live in a moldy warehouse and teach kindergarten. God surely has a sense of humor.”

      Rosemary stuffed her mouth with some fried okra. “Doesn’t she, though?” she said.

      “Oh, Rosemary, it is too late to try to get a rise out of me with your nonsense. You fried that nerve straight away by announcing that you’re dating a child of that vulgar sneak Jimmy Boudreaux.” Betsy spat the nickname out as if it was grit in her mouth.

      Rosemary was going to reply with another witticism, but she stopped herself when she spotted the tear in her mother’s eye. And there it went, down her cheek.

      It wasn’t a serious bout of waterworks. Just a single tear. Somehow, that single tear was much more affecting than a full-blown sob fest.

      “Mama.” Rosemary stood and rushed over to her mother’s side. “Mama, don’t cry. I was just so excited. I know you don’t like his family, but I just can’t do anything about this stupid heart of mine. I like him. I like him a lot, I think.”

      When Betsy didn’t reply, Rosemary stood up straight and took a deep breath. Time to let it go, for now, she thought.

      Betsy said, “I need to have a lie-down, and we’ll discuss this in the morning.” That translated to I need my Xanax and a glass of wine, and I’m going to go to sleep at eight p.m. so I can end this most wretched of days as early as possible.

      Rosemary was left alone to eat two plates of chicken, sweet potato, and the best damn fried okra in the entire South. Which was fine with her, because it gave her time to think about the future.

      She didn’t just really like Ash, as she’d told Betsy. Rosemary was certain he was the one. She’d felt the connection before they’d even laid hands on each other. She didn’t have much experience with men, but this near-tangible thread between her and Ash pulled and pulled at her with a mystical force.

      The biggest issue hanging over any potential relationship with Ash was a doozy. This family secret could be a dealbreaker. It would crush her if that was the result. So it was a good idea to tell Ash immediately about who—or what—she was. Better to be crushed now than destroyed later.

      The secret she kept was a beast inside her. It was such a hushed secret that sometimes she forgot it herself, except at the new moon. Those nights, the big cat had to come out and prowl. On other days, they had control of the cat but could let them out at will. She hardly ever shifted voluntarily; she was afraid of the harm she could do to other humans. 

      On new moons, Rosemary felt at home within her own family. The DuChamps descended from a long line of panther shifters, and their clan had stalked the Gulf Coast for centuries. They lived large as humans, but once a month they disappeared into the shadows, leaving their NDA-bound house staff to supply standard, vague answers to prying questions from acquaintances, the media, and business associates.

      The family, its house staff, and the family’s closest friends had been sworn to secrecy for centuries, and so far, none of the “Normals” had ever found out. Their secret was still a secret, as far as Rosemary knew. So how did the DuChamps, historically, tell their significant others about their secret identities? she wondered. 

      At what point would she tell Ash what she was? And how would she go about it? Her mother had had a difficult enough time schooling Rosemary on puberty and how babies were made, but she’d never prepared her on how to tell a future mate that they were getting mixed up with a shifter family.

      “This family sure loves to keep their shit locked down,” Rosemary said with a sigh, poking at her sweet potato fries. “So locked down that a girl barely knows how to function in society.”

      Accepting the idea of marrying a shifter was a big ask for anyone to accept. The idea that their children could inherit that pesky feline DNA? Putting herself in his shoes? That would be terrifying for anyone. And a mate from one of the most popular families in the city? Forget it. He would run for the hills, and Rosemary wouldn’t blame him. If he did run for it once he found out what she was, she had another, trickier, problem—how to keep him from blabbing about the DuChamps to everyone in town.

      Wow, she thought, popping a sweet potato fry into her mouth. I am woefully unprepared for every extenuating circumstance, ain’t I? I sailed through high school, college, finishing school, and the world is my oyster should I choose to keep living with Daddy’s money. But the truth is, I don’t know shit.

      Rosemary piled a fork-load of sauce with chicken into her mouth. She chewed on her thoughts and on the chicken. She had a feeling about Ash. She already knew they were meant to be together. Much in the same way that Daddy sometimes would talk about how he knew Mama was his mate. Lionel and Betsy may be old, stubborn sticks in the mud, but back in their day, it was said they were fated mates from the moment they met. If Rosemary understood all this correctly, this was the same feeling she got around Ash. As soon as she had set eyes on him, she knew he was the one.

      So that was just how it was going to be. They were meant to be together. And he would just have to accept her for who she was, or she would suffer and pine for him forever. Maybe settle down with someone her daddy liked better, someone from the country club. 

      But she couldn’t see that happening. She only saw herself with Ash. If worst came to worst, maybe that trust fund would help soften the blow.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter Four


          

        

      

    

    
      Ash 

      

      “Baby, I was kind of hoping to drop that truth bomb with a little more finesse.”

      Ash was white as a sheet as he listened to his girl Rosemary tell him her story from last night’s dinner at the DuChamp mansion.

      “Finesse? I’d love to see you try to finesse Lionel and Betsy.” She stood with her arms crossed, looking as sexy as hell even though she showed almost no skin. Tonight they had decided to meet up at the cemetery to go for a walk and talk, to get to know each other. She was wearing a practical peacoat and jeans with some crazy-hot boots. Even covered up, his saucy little Rosemary was making his chinos feel tight.

      “I just meant,” he continued, “that when you lower the boom, put some butter on it first.”

      Ash stopped on the narrow walking path to help Rosemary step over a jumble of tree roots that had broken up the walking path in the oldest part of the cemetery. 

      Rosemary smiled. “Put some butter on the boom? Sure, the old time-tested butter boom. That your nickname for your little friend I had in my mouth the other night?”

      The path widened again as they entered a small grove of trees, and he fell in beside her again. Ash had to admit he had sounded absurd. “I don’t know, I was just thinking of doing it a little more slowly. Let them get used to me being around. Like a drip, drip, drip of water that makes a beautiful canyon.”

      Rosemary suddenly stopped and looked at Ash straight on. She had something serious to say. “Ash, what is your middle name?”

      “Odd question to ask at this juncture, but okay. Lewis.”

      The magnolia tree behind her had to be hundreds of years old, Ash thought as he watched his girl chew him out, and he couldn’t help imagining how pretty it would look in full bloom in summertime, made even prettier with his Rosemary framed by its white blossoms and glossy dark leaves. “Ashton Lewis Boudreaux, are you high? Because if you are using drugs, we are just going to go ahead and end this thing before we even start.”

      He laughed and looked over at a very old crypt that bore the name of a family he didn’t recognize; they had wandered into the most remote part of the cemetery. Ash laughed. “I’m not high. I’m talking about easing into things. Getting people acclimated to seeing me around before, you know, going public with our private business.”

      She smiled up at him and inched in closer. The slight chill in the late winter air had turned the tip of her nose pink, and Ash had to fight the urge to nip at it with his teeth. The quickly fading sunlight dappled her face with the swinging of branches in the wind, making her layered hair even wilder. Something about the way the sun was shining on her face, combined with the eerie shadows, made him see something else in her. A strange, feral creature with reflecting eyes, if he was not mistaken. It was there but then gone in a nanosecond. But no, that was crazy, he told himself. 

      “Does that mean we’re officially a couple? Or are you one of those guys who is all I don’t want to define this thing, let’s just have fun?” Rosemary asked.

      Ash put his arms around her and hugged her close against the chilly air. “Baby, if I can’t make myself exclusive to the girl who makes me come four times in one night and asks for nothing in return, then I ain’t worth the salt on the rim of my mommy’s margarita on the night she and Daddy made me.”

      He felt Rosemary giggle and snuggle in closer. “You sure have a strange way with words. But I like the way you say them.”

      Ash kissed the top of her head. “And I like the way you press your tits up against me. Makes me want to grab you up and kiss you all over.” He bent lower and placed small kisses on her ears and down her neck. She tugged herself closer into his embrace and snuggled her face into his chest. His lips feathered over her skin until he found the spot where her pulse pounded. He ran his tongue over the spot and kissed it, eliciting a little moan from Rosemary, deep in her throat. Once again, her intoxicating pheromones filled the air around him, and if he held her just right, he could almost smell her blood.

      But what’s this? he thought. Am I mistaken or does her blood smell different from regular humans? The Static People—what Ash and his kind referred to as humans who didn’t shift—had a certain kind of scent when they bled. Ash had picked up the difference quickly as a child. The blood of non-shifters smelled like metal. Wolf shifters’ blood—his blood—smelled and tasted sweet. Rosemary’s blood didn’t smell sweet, though. What was that? Like the odd shadow that passed across her face a moment ago, the unusual scent was there and gone in half a second. He could be hallucinating, caught up in the heady throes of a new romance, and imagining his mate was larger than life. More than human, like him. 

      Even as he dismissed these thoughts, he still felt himself wishing for it to be true. He wished she were a shifter because this would make the truth about him that much easier to share with her.

      But at that moment, all he wanted was to kiss her. “Baby, can I please taste those lips? I’ve been thinking of nothing but that sweet mouth of yours since I left you the other night.”

      Rosemary sighed, and her body relaxed against him.

      “Yes, you can, but I have to tell you something.”

      Ash grinned mischievously. “Chlamydia?”

      “Gross!” She slapped him with the edge of her fringed scarf. “No…I’ve never been kissed before.”

      Ash could have been knocked over with not just a feather but with a flea on that feather.

      “Let me get this straight. You’ve never even kissed a guy, but you know how to give a blowjob to send a guy through the roof?”

      She looked up at him sheepishly, and he watched her blush. “Well, you know there’s this thing called the Internet. And I don’t like to kiss on the first date.”

      “Wow. I’d say you’re a damn quick study,” he murmured, leaning down to kiss her nose. It was cold, and he pulled her in even tighter against him. “I was wondering why you wouldn’t let me kiss you.”

      She breathed, “I’m very sheltered. And I’m…different. I just didn’t want you to think I was a freak.”

      He chuckled and kissed the tip of her ear. “Oh, you are most definitely a freak. In an incredibly amazing way.”

      “Oh Ash, that feels good. Kiss me.” She looked up, and Ash saw the flush of blood plumping her lips. She was past due for a kiss.

      He leaned down, and their lips met with a soft, interlocking bliss. Ash felt her sigh, and it sent heated sparks all through him. Her lips tasted like a delicious secret only he was privy to. Whatever she was hiding, he wanted more of it. He pressed a little harder, and her lips opened up. He slipped in his tongue to meet hers. Like a pair of eager teenagers, the two of them stood there exploring each other’s lips and mouths. Everything stood still, as if they were the only two people in the world.

      When they finally pulled apart, Ash could not stop his mouth from spilling it all. Most of it, anyway. “All right. There’s something you need to know about me. Not only am I not a one-night stand kind of guy. But also I just got cheated on and I’m not looking for a rebound. I’m looking for a mate. Er, I should say, someone to settle down with.”

      Rosemary’s mouth formed an O as he talked and she processed the information. 

      “I know it’s crazy fast, and traditionally we would date first. But I don’t want to date you. I just want to spend every minute with you. The thought of us going through the motions of courtship when I already know you’re it for me…it’s enraging, to be honest. It’s just … just the way it is with my kind of people. We make quick decisions.” What he didn’t say was his kind of people become completely, obsessively fixated once they meet their mates.

      Her eyes wide, Rosemary nodded as if she understood even if she looked a little shocked. 

      “So here it is. Take me and my whole mess or leave me. I’m not talking about dating, I’m talking marriage. Now’s your chance. I’m done finding out who’s right for me. I have an instinct about you, Rosemary. Marry me or cut and run. It’s your choice. It won’t hurt me if you run.” Yes, it would, but she didn’t need to know that.

      Rosemary looked surprised, pleased, and a little scared all at once. He waited for her to say something. He desperately wanted to know what she was thinking.

      “All right, Ash, let’s do this. And I mean now. I want a short engagement.”

      Even better. “Anything you want.”

      “One other thing. I hope this isn’t a dealbreaker, but I’m a virgin. I know we did a lot of messing around, but I’d like to save that one thing for the wedding night. Can you handle that?” She stared into his eyes and rained that velvet voice all over him, giving him eyes that were so bedroom he felt like he was already there.

      “I can handle it. What I can’t handle is not having your lips on me for another second longer.”
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        * * *

      

      Ash’s shirt was off, and he was leaning up against the cold marble inside a crumbling old mausoleum. Interesting how that can happen on a simple stroll around the grounds of a cemetery. Rosemary was saying, “I think we ought to get to know each other better if we’re going to be married.” Then she inched down and pressed her soft lips against his pectorals. “What’s your favorite color?”

      “That part of the sky at sunrise where you can’t tell if it’s pink or if it’s orange. It’s like, rose gold or something, but better. It’s what I imagine your skin will look like on our wedding night after I’m finished with you. What about yours?”

      “Icy grayish blue, like your eyes,” she said, kissing his other pectoral.

      “Where did you go to school?”

      He answered, running his fingers through her hair, “Jefferson High School, then Tulane for a year. Couldn’t make it. Left and went to Europe for a while. Came back and went to work for Daddy at JB’s. Now I’m writing copy for an ad firm. I’m kind of a savant in the business. The JB Chicken jingle? I did that.”

      She suddenly stopped kissing and licking his abs and met his eyes. “Are you kidding me? JB Stands for Just the Best? That was you?”

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      “I love that jingle!”

      Ash looked up at the sky in the open-air mausoleum as if he needed rescuing from above. “That’s it, I’m leaving.” He pretended to try to get out of her embrace, but she shoved him back with an impressively strong hand.

      “I’m not kidding. I’ve driven my parents crazy with that ear-worm ever since those commercials started a couple of years back! I thank you for that, sir! I’m in the presence of a genius! Don’t you get it? We were meant to be together!”

      Ash did believe in fate. He was happy to see that Rosemary did too. But was he any closer to telling her the whole story about who he was? Maybe later. 

      “And what about you, sweetheart? Where did ol' Lionel send his princess to school?”

      Rosemary’s mouth had been traveling lower and lower, planting kisses down his stomach to the pleasure trail, rubbing her hands through his chest hair. She gave a quick tug that sent a blast of pain through his chest. “Ow!”

      She stood upright and smirked. “That was for the princess comment. Parochial prep school, then finishing school,” she said, tracing kisses along his shoulders from one side to the other as she spoke. “Then I went to an Ivy League school up north for a while, got bored stiff. Nobody likes to have any fun up there, and also it was too cold. So against my parents’ wishes, I finished up at state school. I got my degree in elementary education and now I teach kindergarten.”

      “A teacher,” he said. “That’s hot.”

      “Is it?”

      He winked. “Sure is. I can see some serious role playing with a ‘Hot for Teacher’ scenario in our future.”

      She smiled and licked his earlobe. “Glasses, bun, miniskirt?”

      “Nah, pencil skirt.”

      “Ooh, a man who knows what a pencil skirt is, now that is hot,” Rosemary said, raking her teeth over his nipple.

      He sucked in his breath and then laughed. “Shut up. I got five sisters plus a best friend who’s a girl. Gimme a break.”

      “Ash, you didn’t tell me your family was also Catholic.”

      He grinned. “Nah. We’re just…rambunctious folk. Real…uhm…frisky.”

      That was the closest he got to telling her about the beast, but he soon got distracted with some seriously hot petting. He opened her coat and squeezed her delightful little breasts through her top. His hands explored her ass, her legs, and her core through her jeans. He was drawn so hard to her pussy. Her scent told him she was soaking her panties the more he squeezed her with her clothes on. Ash massaged her between her thighs until she moaned.

      “Oh Ash, unzip my pants, please.”

      “Here? Baby, we’re nearly bumping uglies in public.”

      “Oblige me, darlin’.”

      Well, he would be ungentlemanly if he did not. Ash unfastened her jeans and slipped his hands down over her ass. Working his lips down her front until his face was level with her tummy, he lifted her shirt and saw a delicious-looking navel. He kissed it, then trailed sloppy kisses across her stomach, inhaling her deeply. There it was. Her spicy, mysterious scent. She was hiding something, and he was going to draw it out. Maybe not today, but soon.

      At the moment, he had more urgent activities on his mind. He needed her flesh. Needed to taste her juice. All Ash had to do was tug her jeans down, push aside her lacy panties, and start pleasing her clit with his tongue. Public or not, there would be no way she could push him away. She would not say no. He knew this to be the truth. It would be a surge of pleasure like nothing she’d ever had before. Surely she knew that. If she had been looking up oral sex on the Internet, then she knew how he might want to please her in return. But with her somewhat limited experience, he let her take the wheel. “What do you want me to do for you, baby doll?”

      “Make me come with your hands.”

      Without a word, he moved his hand inside her panties and felt her bare pussy. Slipping his fingers between her velvety folds, he found her aroused little clit. Rosemary sucked in her breath. She was already soaked for him. 

      Ash worked her hard little nub as he watched her face. She was enjoying it, but she also looked tense.

      “Relax your face, baby, and enjoy it. It’s just you and me.”

      She unclenched her jaw and released a smile, circling her arms around his neck.

      Ash reached further into her depth and sank a finger in slightly. Her bare pussy and her wetness, combined with the look on her face, her lips parted, was giving him the biggest, hardest sense of urgency of his life. The fact that she was a virgin who wanted him to be the first added an extra layer of need. Both the human and the wolf blood inside him pulsed with fervor.

      “Don’t break me, not yet, Ash. I want to save that part for our wedding night.”

      He leaned in and kissed the place where her swan-like neck met her shoulder and then said, “I won’t do anything you don’t want me to do.”

      Ash thought he might’ve heard a quiet purr coming from somewhere deep in her throat. It was an odd, inhuman noise, but it doubled his desire for her.

      Rosemary let go of the tension in her hips and rocked her pelvis closer to him, begging him to go harder, faster, deeper. Ash explored every inch of her body that his hands could reach while not removing her clothes. His hand was thoroughly soaked from her. Lord, he was going to enjoy fucking his future wife, very soon. 

      She must have been thinking the same thing because she moaned, “You have magical hands, darlin’. Keep going.”

      Ash ramped up the intensity of his strokes and sank his middle finger a little deeper. “We ain’t stopping until you say uncle.”

      She smiled. “Well, see, Uncle Trev is in the other crypt just a stone’s throw away. We can do it in there next time if you want.”

      He didn’t know if she was kidding, and he could not have cared less. How could a human be so close to coming and still make jokes? He leaned down and bit her hard little nipple through her shirt.

      Rosemary let out a startled yelp of pleasure. “Ash!”

      “That was for being a wise-ass while I’m about to make you come.”

      She gasped and pulled his hair; the exquisite pain made his entire body flush with heat. “Well, if that’s the case, I got a whole bucket full of one-liners about my family.”

      He smiled. “Oh, you like the biting?”

      She whispered hoarsely, “So much.”

      Ash glowered at her, unable to control the expression of the frustrated beast beneath the surface. His teeth raked across her collarbone, down to her nipple, and bit down gently, repeating until he felt her breath catch. He worked his teeth in sync with his strokes at her soaking wet core until he felt her body start to buck.

      He didn’t want to miss this moment, so he gave her hard bud one last little bite through her shirt and then straightened up so they were face to face again. He didn’t let up his strokes even as her hands clawed his back and she struggled for words.

      “What is it, sweets?”

      “Bite my neck. Bite it hard,” she breathed.

      Ash smiled. “You got a vampire thing, baby? I’ll be your vampire.” Gladly, he thought. The perfect excuse to explore her throat once more, searching for the elusive whiff of her blood, the mysterious, inhuman scent he thought he had detected the night before. The clit was not a mystery to him. He had that well in hand at the moment, pun intended. But the goddamn notes in her scent? Maddeningly undefined. 

      While he kept up his attentions to her arousal, he let the tip of his tongue paint a stroke up the side of Rosemary’s delicate throat, up and back down again until he came to the spot where her pulse pounded. There, he inhaled her into his lungs. The elusive scent was much more prominent as her blood roared under the surface. He licked and sucked the spot, nearly able to taste it. It was clear. Something in her was not human. But what was it? She was not a wolf—and he would have known her if she was; wolf packs communities all knew each other, even if they didn’t all get along. Whatever it was, he liked it. And whenever she was ready to tell him, he would be ready. He had a whopper of a secret himself. 

      His mouth widened and covered as wide an expanse of her neck as he could, bathing her with his tongue, biting and raking her skin gently until she demanded he bite harder.

      As much as the beast in him answered to whatever beast this was in her that called out to him, he had to rein it in. If he let loose, he could bite as hard as she wanted, but he could easily draw blood. Not the best idea for a second date. With everything inside him, he bit down hard but not too hard. The resulting orgasm rocked Rosemary’s body as she mewled out his name. More like roared, like some kind of damn ferocious feline. Lordy, what a pleasure it was to know he was the cause of all her commotion.

      He felt the tightening of her sex, but he kept going until the spasms of pleasure finally calmed down and her heart rate began to return to normal. 

      She fell against him and sighed. “I always wondered what an orgasm would feel like. I’m so glad it was you who gave it to me.”

      He felt less surprised and more honored by the distinction.

      “I feel like we should seal this moment with a kiss.” Ash gently removed his hand from her panties and showed it to her. 

      She hesitated. “I don't know.”

      “Do you trust your daddy?”

      “Implicitly,” she said, her eyelids heavy with pleasure.

      “You shouldn’t, you know. I might be the big bad wolf.”

      “I like it when you boss me a little bit,” she said lazily, her finger tracing over his stubbled jawline.

      “Then kiss my fingers.”

      Rosemary looked at his eyes and then his hand. She closed her eyes and kissed first his pinky finger, slowly worked her way across, tasting each of his fingers with reverence. “I love this hand. Make sure you bring this hand to our wedding night.”

      But Ash was in no mood for jokes. He was about to explode into his drawers. When she’d kissed each of his fingers on that hand, he then rubbed her scent all over his chest and down his abs.

      “What are you doing?” she asked.

      He was dead serious. “Painting. Putting your mark on me. I’m going to wear you on me until you’re in my skin, in my blood. You’re already in my head and my heart.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter Five


          

        

      

    

    
      Rosemary

      

      “I have absolutely nothing to wear.”

      Pen stared into the colossal dressing room that was Rosemary’s closet.

      “At the risk of offending you as a client, I feel compelled to point out that you, Rosemary, have more clothes in this room than all of Canal Place.”

      Rosemary accepted the comparison of her collection to that of her favorite upscale shopping mall. 

      Laughing, she replied, “No offense taken. I’m not just your client; we’re friends now, okay?”

      Pen smiled and nodded appreciatively in agreement. “Then as your friend, I not only stand by the comparison, but I have to say I refuse to believe you have nothing to wear in this room.”

      “I just mean I have nothing in here to set the appropriate tone at dinner,” Rosemary said. Mama and Daddy might think she was just posturing to piss them off, but she was making good on her promise to bring Ash to dinner. She was fully aware of the ramifications of bringing a Boudreaux into her daddy’s house. Despite her outward appearance, she was nervous. 

      “I need something modest. Virginal. Daddy will have a fit if he sees any of my love bites. And no scarves or turtlenecks. Mama is onto me with that rookie attempt.”

      “Understood,” said Pen, who then asked Rosemary to give her an idea of how much coverage was needed. Rosemary removed her top and lifted her mane of hair.

      The angry, purple, mouth-shaped bruises on Rosemary’s neck resembled the aftermath of an assault, not lovemaking. She gaped. “Good lord! What did he do to you? I’m gonna fuckin’ kill that kid.” 

      This was not helping Rosemary feel any less anxious. “Pen, I need you to be calm. I’m as jumpy as a long-tailed cat in a room full of rocking chairs.”

      “Did he bite you?”

      The anxious edge was replaced by excitement at the thought of Ash’s mouth, his tongue, his teeth…focus, Rosie, focus.

      “I asked him to do it.” Rosemary shrugged. “I hope this doesn’t gross you out as my brand new friend and a friend of Ash’s, but it’s kind of our thing. He likes to bite, and I like to be bitten. I’m surprised this never came to your attention with any of Ash’s previous girlfriends.”

      Pen started digging through the sweater section of the closet. “He hasn’t had that many girlfriends. We’ve stuck close together since we were kids. We sort of share…a trauma, I guess you could call it. His most recent girlfriend didn’t last long. She cheated, so we don’t talk about her.”

      Rosemary watched as Pen draped three different sweaters and two high-collar blouses over one arm and pulled out two skirts with the other. “I think one of these sweaters with a wool skirt. It’s cold out and it looks very schoolmarmish. And you should wear either boots or low heels, I think. That’ll sell it. The less skin you show, the less paranoid your parents will be about Ash taking their daughter away from them. Purely psychological, of course.”

      Rosemary wanted to broach the next subject with some tact, but it just wasn’t in her blood. “Ash and I are getting married.”

      “Huh?” Pen swirled around. “What?”

      “In June. We’ve decided. We don't have a ring yet, but we talked about it. He wants to give me his grandmother’s ring.”

      Pen turned white as a sheet. “Has he told you…anything about himself?”

      “What do you mean? We’re aware that we just met. So, yeah, we have a lot of talking to do. He did say he specifically needs my mother’s approval to marry me, which is why we’re doing this dinner tonight. Other than that…” Rosemary trailed off, fearing the look on Pen’s face meant he had some incurable disease or that he was a secret assassin or something. Those would be the only things worse than her feline secret.

      “Ash is…different.”

      Rosemary nodded. “So am I.”

      Pen chewed on her bottom lip. “It’s just that…it has a lot to do with this trauma that we all went through in high school. That’s why all of us are still so close.”

      “You’re acting vague.”

      “I think he ought to tell you himself. He will have to because unless he plans on eating and dashing off, he’s gonna start acting weird at dinner tonight. You think I’m being evasive, just wait.”

      Rosemary had a thousand questions, but Pen was looking more and more uncomfortable by the second and excused herself when she received an urgent text she said was from a client.

      Rosemary felt sad that Pen was running off so quickly, but didn’t have time to process. As soon as Pen left, she got a text from Ash.

      Sweetheart. I am so sorry but is there any way we could reschedule the dinner? I’m a big dummy and I forgot to look at my calendar… and I have a thing tonight. It’s kind of set in stone once a month. I am so sorry.

      She already knew the answer to that from her parents. A big fat no. She texted him back. 

      Uh, no, they won’t like that one bit. Dinner is planned. The table has been set since this morning. Once you finagle a dinner with Daddy Warbucks, you best show up.

      His reply came a few seconds later:

      Okay, I might be able to eat, but I’ll have to skip out before dessert. I hope that won’t be seen as rude.

      She replied: I’ll ask them to bump everything up an hour if that will help.

      That should do it. You’re a doll and I know I’m a giant child for doing this to you. Sure you still want to marry me?

      She smiled and typed:
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