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THE TURNOVER SERIES has adult content and themes that may trigger certain readers. Not every book has all of these, but if there is content that would like to be avoided, please review the following before proceeding:

Present day:


	Alcohol and alcoholism

	Anxiety

	Attempted rape

	Cheating

	Depression

	Drugs and drug abuse

	Physical abuse

	Profanity

	PTSD

	Slut shaming



Flashbacks and mentions of:


	Car accident

	Cheating

	Depression

	Emotional abuse

	Parental death

	Suicide

	Teenage prostitution including sexual abuse and sexual exploitation
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Chapter 1

Natalie
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I LET OUT A DRAMATIC moan just as the final spoonful of ice cream hits my tongue. Chocolatey, caramelly, fudgy goodness.

Better than sex. From what I remember of sex, anyway.

“You took the last bite, trollop.” Greta smiles next to me while keeping her eyes glued to the football game. We’re in the middle of our fall Sunday evening ritual: sweets, athletes and girl talk. I see her nearly every day, between our shared brownstone in the Lincoln Park neighborhood of Chicago, and at our joint-owned catering business, Basilico. After living and working together for three years, we’ve developed a comfortable groove. I typically don’t pay much attention to these games because, one, I don’t care much for football like Greta does, and two, I have work to do. 

The reason we keep our Sunday tradition alive is because we rarely spend real friend time together. We both handle different aspects of the business, which means we generally communicate via text and email, sometimes leaving notes on our desks for Lunch next Friday? or Fish delivery tonight, I’ll be here for it xoxo. 

When she’s meeting with our next clients, I’m in the kitchen testing the new sauce our sous chef is trying out. I just want to create, and taste, and put the right pieces together to make an incredible dish. Though I join her occasionally, I’m more than happy to be the behind-the-scenes co-owner in this business we’re building.

We’re passing ships, but it’s what helps fuel our fire—no drama, just focused entrepreneurship.

Greta’s phone pings with an incoming text message and she rolls her eyes, ignoring the name on the screen: Andrew. Her most recent male “mistake.”

“Ignoring his texts is the new plan?” I ask. She shrugs and takes a sip of water, her long, caramel blonde hair falling over her green eyes before she sweeps it away. I think her non-relationship with Andrew was a little more emotionally painful than the previous guys she’s brought around, but I choose to leave that conversation for another night—the kind of night containing copious amounts of alcohol.

There’s an exciting moment during the game that catches my attention and Greta yells out, “Come on! Pass interference my ass!” while I just stare and try to figure out what she’s getting worked up about.

Greta turns to me as halftime begins, sweeping her hair back again and looking at me with those bright eyes of hers. Don’t let her all-American looks fool you—she’s a dirty old man trapped in a hot twenty-eight-year old female’s body. 

“You need to get laid, Nat.”

I roll my eyes, closing my laptop to signify I’m finally done with work for the day. “You know I live vicariously through your hyperactive vagina.”

She peers toward the front door and loops her hand around her ear. “Do you hear that?” 

I know what she’s going to say. She thinks she’s so damn funny. 

“Is that the parade of cats coming your way already? Natalie Elaine Ryder, do not become an old spinster before thirty. It’s not healthy.”

I laugh and throw my spoon in her direction. “No man, no cry.”

She nods and licks the remnants of ice cream from the spoon I tossed. “I read an article last week about the seven stages of breakup grief. Since I met you over three years ago, you’ve been stuck in number six, initial acceptance.”

Here we go. Greta swears by poorly written articles about life and love posted on her social media news feed, and inevitably shares little nuggets of advice with me. 

“What’s stage seven, doctor? Bang my ex-fiancé out of my system?”

“Yes!” she shouts, pointing the spoon I tossed straight up in the air triumphantly. “Sort of.” 

She drops her arm and readjusts her position on the floor. She begins to tick off all the stages on her slender fingers, explaining each stage in short detail.

“One, you were desperate for answers. Why he cheated, how many, how long, et cetera. You never got definitive answers, but you moved on to stages two and three almost instantly: denial and bargaining. Bargaining led you to stage four: relapse. You went back to Michael several times before you finally caught him in that hotel room and moved into stage five: rage.”

I nod, my breath growing shallow with the memories of my failed engagement. 

“This trip down memory lane is super fun, Gret,” I deadpan.

“I’m almost to present day, hang on. The anger was so strong that it made you pack your shit, pawn the diamond, and leave your entire life in Vegas behind. That anger has fueled you through the last three years while we’ve earner our degrees, trained with some of the most famous chefs in the world, started a business, and grown from idiot girls into strong women. Hence, initial acceptance that your life in Vegas is over.”

“I think I need a drink.”

She shakes her head, strands of her hair flowing around her face. “No, darling. You need cock. A big, thick, meaty piece of man flesh that ties you up and fucks you hoarse.”

I roll my eyes. “Unless something has changed in the last few years, penises can’t tie people up, Gret.”

“Whatever.” She turns her attention back to the TV just as the second half of the game is starting. “You need one of them.” She nods toward the TV. “All muscle and alpha male primal fucking in their DNA.”

I glance at the TV, watching men in bulky football uniforms move around the field in athletically aggressive precision.

“Take that one,” she says, pointing to a guy running down the field and catching a ball, then running out of bounds. He tosses the ball to a referee and jogs over to line up with his teammates to do it all over again. “Jackson Chase. Super stud wide receiver. I think he’s single too.”

“Maybe I’ll meet him on Tuesday.” I muse, scrunching my nose a bit. We’re catering the Chicago Warriors’ annual holiday party at their stadium, so there’s some possibility to my teasing words. Greta is thrilled, while I’ve been looking at it as just another job. 

“Maybe. Just be sure to keep your hands off of Owen Church, okay? That man meat is mine.”

Greta’s crush on the blonde player is no secret—she’s convinced he’s the love of her life and I dare anyone to tell her otherwise. 

Truth be told, after three years, celibacy has lost its luster. Not that it had much to begin with, but some women choose to close their legs after intense heartbreak, like me, while others spread them wider. To each their own, I say.

Greta could be right, though. How will I ever know if I’m ready to start a new beginning if I’m stuck in emotional self-preservation mode? I know my ex did a number on me. I’m well aware that being cheated on is damaging to future relationships, hence why I’ve stayed away from them. My late twenties are passing by with a very busy schedule and lack of a social—slash, sexual—life. Making time for someone else might not be the worst idea Greta’s ever had.

Plus, not only has celibacy lost its luster, but so has every vibrator on the market. 

“I would be so fucking proud of you,” she adds.

––––––––
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“THERE’S SOME CRUDITÉ left in the back if you’re hungry, everything else is gone,” I murmur and continue to break down chafing dishes without looking at my staff bar manager, Randy—all five-foot-ten and fabulous frowning at me.

Tonight, the kitchen is buzzing with my team's hurried sweeping, wiping, scrubbing, and stacking. Stainless steel bangs and glasses clink as my high school and college-aged part-time employees ungracefully roll carts full of our catering equipment over the tile floor into the service elevator to bring down to the truck.

“One, save the catering lingo for Greta, it’s a veggie platter. Two, there’s a bottle of red at the bar I have to kill. Come have a glass," Randy says back to me, rocking his rail thin frame on his heels and sweeping blond bangs from his blue eyes. 

All I want to do is finish the cleanup and get the hell out of here. I’ve worked more than fourteen hours today and I feel like falling over.

"I'm talking to you!" Randy pops his hip in my peripheral vision and I bite back a laugh. He’s quickly become one of my favorite people since I moved to Chicago three years ago—his expressive personality a shining light on my worst days.

“Doll, you’ve worked your cute little ass off. Come have a drink. You’ve earned it.” He smiles warmly, his large eyes steadfast on me while he takes a nip at his cuticles. 

He’s right. I’ve been working nonstop for weeks to ensure tonight’s holiday party went smoothly, and it did, except for one drunk girl complaining that we didn't serve any vegan cheesecake. 

There's always one.

“One drink.” I smile, tossing the empty fuel containers into the garbage. Minutes later all of the clean-up is done and I find Randy, along with several of our other bartenders, at the main bar in the back of the ballroom. Most of the guests are still socializing around their dinner tables, or the mammoth-sized Christmas tree near the entrance, so I find a safe corner of the bar to duck into and have a drink on the clock.

I drop onto the barstool nearest the kitchen doors and groan. Nine years of working in the restaurant industry should have taught me to always invest in comfortable shoes. However, I’m a fashion over function kind of girl, and these heels were begging to be worn when I got dressed this morning.

"Fuck, why did I sit down?"

Randy purses his lips. "Girl, watch your mouth. You're working."

“Girl, wash your hands after you bite your nails. You’re working,” I shoot back and pull my long brown hair from its high ponytail, shaking out the strands and smoothing them down to frame my face. I know I have a ponytail bump in my hair, but I just don't care at this point in the night. My scalp was hurting, and I needed the relief before a headache took over.

As any good bartender does, Randy recognizes my mounting fatigue and smiles. "One giant glass of chianti and you will feel no pain." 

He knows me so well.

He sets it in front of me and I run a finger absentmindedly over the rim of the full glass, watching the notable guests donned in expensive suits and sparkly dresses mingle as the DJ begins to pump music through his speakers. I take a long sip of the savory Italian wine and continue to gaze around the modern ballroom, appreciating the beautiful Christmas decor.

Thick white draping with tiny holiday lights sweeps the forty-foot tall ceiling, hiding the exposed iron beams. The tables and chairs are covered in crisp silver and white linens, reflecting the dim candlelight twinkling all over the ballroom. Fresh red and white rose flower arrangements are in the center of each eight-person oval table, with poinsettia leaves subtly poking out of the sides. Lush pre-lit garland lines each buffet table along the far wall of the floor-to-ceiling windows. 

I look beyond the now empty buffet tables and see the snow has started to fall gently over Lake Michigan, reminding me that Christmas is less than three weeks away and I should probably start gift shopping soon.

"I'm impressed. Tonight was a major success," Randy says, bringing my attention back to the wine in front of me. "Plus! I got a number from one of their tight ends, if you know what I mean." He winks, and I laugh freely at his horrible innuendo.

"Are you sure he's actually a tight end, or does he just have a tight end?"

He waves his hand back and forth, dismissing my insinuation. "Irrelevant." 

I can’t say it’s been easy to establish a new friend group these last three years. People come and go in the food industry and it’s difficult to make lasting connections, especially in a new city. 

Randy and Greta have been incredible. 

They’ve given all they have to ensure our catering business is successful and flourishing. Tonight’s event is a perfect example—everything went right. Randy stepped it up with managing the bar staff. Greta is always a pro with scheduling and schmoozing. And I was in the kitchen with our chefs and servers, pushing out the food for all these football stars and their hungry bellies.

I briefly think back to my conversation with Greta a few days ago and smile to myself. She had suggested I hook up with one of these men—athletes with primal fucking in their DNA, supposedly. 

More importantly, one of these men could be an opportunity for me to rebound from my past failed relationship and truly move onward and upward. 

It sounds a lot more difficult to accomplish than she gives me credit for. When it comes down to it, I always end up turning guys down when I’m asked out. 

Every single guy comes across as my ex in one way or another and I can’t seem to shake that unease and lack of trust. I prefer to drop the potential romance before it gets complicated and feelings are involved. I’m not into leading someone on and I’d rather not play games.

A hookup, on the other hand, I think I can handle. Man flesh, as Gret so eloquently put it, may be what helps me jump over that next hurdle. I want to see where things go if the right guy comes along, without the fear of failure and mistrust. 

The easiest path to comfortably dating may be as simple as getting naked and sweaty with someone.

My gaze travels over the many sexy faces and suited bodies in this ballroom, hoping to spot one that makes me giddy just by looking at him. That feeling you get just before the roller coaster drops—breathless, squeaky, and warm. I’d rather not spread my legs for anything less than butterflies.
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Chapter 2

Jax
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MY HEAVY SIGH ECHOES in my ears but gets lost in the constant, obsessive yapping coming from my girlfriend’s mouth.

Girlfriend.

McKenna and I are more like an arranged marriage, but it’s my own damn fault I’m in this situation with her.

“I mean, what a shitty catering company, right?” she bitches next to me, sucking down her fourth glass of chardonnay. I don’t acknowledge her. In my opinion, the food was phenomenal. 

Newly converted vegan McKenna over here just can’t get anything to go her way.

I stare at the burning candles in front of me while she continues to run her mouth—complaining about this, judging people about that. It's nothing new but I'm done listening.

My mind wanders away to all the stress sitting on my shoulders. All of my teammates here tonight have a glaze over their eyes while they attempt to entertain their dates. We still have a few games in the regular season left but clinching our spot in the playoffs was a major undertaking this season and we pulled it off.

For me, the stress is multiplied. And every time I see our team owner Ed, he singles me out.

In his mind, I’m the one carrying the team this season by leading in both receiving yards and touchdowns. 

I’m the new face of the franchise thanks to the team’s public relations squad and my recent articles and photo shoots in national men’s magazines. 

I’m also the one who is supposed to set Ed’s daughter, McKenna, straight from a life of countless men and prescription pills. 

And if I do it all with a big fucking smile on my face, then I’ll get to renegotiate my contract after this season. Get the acknowledgement I deserve with the paycheck to back it up.

Fucking great.

When the offer was presented to me, I didn't think it'd be a big deal. McKenna was a mess and I convinced myself to take her under my wing to not only improve her public image, but to quiet the rumors about my own personal life. There's been plenty of public curiosity about me since my rise in professional football, but I’m not into the attention and drama.

Why does it matter who I’m dating anyway?

When I was given the ultimatum from Ed—date my daughter and fix her in return for a contract renegotiation—I accepted it as part of my due diligence to stay a Warrior.

I love this team. I love this city. I love the life that I've made for myself here. It's home. Why would I want to leave? I took the deal because being a Warrior is everything to me and I deserve to be paid fairly for the success I’ve brought them. 

I clearly didn't consider the fact that McKenna is fucking crazy.

“I’m going to the little girl’s room,” ‘Kenna interrupts my thoughts. “Join me.”

My eyes meet hers and I hold back the mild nausea that swims up from deep in my gut. I’ve never found her to be that attractive, though I can see why other men do. 

She’s tiny, big fake tits, a spray tan, and bleached hair that curls down to her ass. Her clothes are always revealing and skin tight, her makeup is usually heavy and dark, and her feet are ridiculously squeezed into sky-high heels in some attempt to look taller.

She’s not just standard crazy for a twenty-three-year old heiress. She’s a manipulative addict, hooked on anything that will get her through the day. How am I supposed to help clean up her image when she has no interest in getting her shit together? 

If her secret stint in rehab this summer didn’t set her on the road to recovery, I’m not going to make a difference.

“Pass,” I say.

“Suit yourself,” she replies, then stands with a wobble before making her way out of the ballroom. She’s probably heading to her dad’s private office bathroom to do a couple lines or take some pills. As much as I don’t want her doing what she's doing behind closed doors, I refuse to follow and witness her self-destruction.

“Where’s princess going?”

I glance across the oval table at my best friend Owen Church and crack a smile at the ridiculous look on his face. He knows exactly where she’s going.

“Nature calls,” I tell him. 

Owen stands and walks toward me, then slaps my shoulder. “Come on, bro. Let’s grab Wilson and rip some shots. None of us are getting laid tonight and that’s goddamn pathetic.”

I laugh and follow behind him through the sea of decorated tables toward the bar. “It was your genius idea to go dateless, not mine.”

He shrugs. “Dude, I’ve swept this entire city for decent pussy. There's zero.”

I simply shrug in return, hoping that’s not true. I’ve spent the last three months publicly dating our team owner’s daughter but going to bed alone. Sure, she and I went out one night in September and had a few too many drinks, then made it back to my place with fumbling hands and lips in some sorry attempt to jokingly consummate our new sham relationship. We both passed out before anything worthwhile happened.

I promised myself the next morning it’d never happen again, and it hasn’t.

Honestly, the longer I pretend to date her and the more I get to know her, the less I have to worry about going to her to scratch an itch.

“Yo, rook.” Owen motions to Isaiah Wilson, our rookie running back, to come follow us to the bar. He instantly jumps up from his chair and joins.

“You guys want to hear a joke?” he asks. Without waiting for an answer, he continues, “Let’s say Jax has three girlfriends. Their names are Doe, Ray, and Me.”

“Jax couldn’t satisfy one pussy, let alone three. This joke is invalid.”

Chuckling, I roll my eyes at Owen and dig my hands into my suit pant pockets. “Fuck you.”

Isaiah ignores us. “All three girlfriends want to do something special for his birthday, okay?” We both nod. “Doe kisses Jax like she’s never kissed him before.”

“Kisses?” Owen looks at me while weaving around a banquet chair. “Doe needs to go.”

We laugh and Isaiah keeps going. “Ray lets him fuck her however he wants.”

“Nice!” Owen slaps my back with a laugh, his dimples digging deep into his cheeks.

Isaiah closes the joke by looking at Owen, confused. “So...wait...who sucks his dick?”

Owen instantly responds, “Me... Aw, fuck!”

Isaiah bends and points at O as we burst out laughing. The look on O’s face is priceless. I grasp my stomach and lean back, laughing harder than I have in a while. It wasn't that funny, but goddamn we've all been so stressed that a stupid joke broke the tension. 

Isaiah repeats the joke to a few defensive ends sitting with their wives at a table nearby and we wait for him to finish. I look to my right as I wipe away a tear and spot...her.

Oh. Fuck.

HER.

The brunette.

The beautiful, sexy, and mysterious brunette.

The same brunette I'd noticed sitting in our corporate office lobby in late August the day I made my deal with Ed and McKenna. 

The brunette who was wandering around the stadium halls with Hannah, our event coordinator, just yesterday.

The same gorgeous woman who never looked up to see me, but I saw her.

And now, she finally sees me too.

The guys continued walking to the bar, and I'm just standing here like an idiot. She’s stunning with this blend of half girl-next-door and half exotic siren—the perfect mix of innocence and sin in a package of pouty lips, creamy skin, and dark hair.

God. Damn.

The first time I saw her I felt this unfamiliar draw. She’d been scrolling through her phone, unaware of anything or anyone around her. I memorized everything about her that day just in case I'd never see her again. 

Her perfume smelled like sweet vanilla, her hair looked soft and wavy, her nails were painted black, and she wore this incredible white dress I don’t know if I’ll ever get out of my head. It was professional with long sleeves, but short enough to show off her smooth, toned legs.

Her teeth were firmly planted into her sexy bottom lip—a million fantasies instantly churned in my mind. She’d uncrossed and crossed her legs so fucking perfectly I was biting my own lip just watching her do it.

I’m not a romantic and I don’t really believe in love stories, but something about her made my stomach twist. 

I wanted her. 

Yesterday when I saw her with Hannah, I nearly fell down the stairs when I spotted them. 

They were walking toward the ballroom while I was running to the locker room from Ed’s office. I looked up and there she was, stopping me mid-jog. I hesitated, wondering if I could come up with a reason to talk to Hannah and introduce myself. Instead, I just stood there and stared like an asshole as they walked by.  

She wore a red skirt and white shirt that was unbuttoned so far down I was convinced she wasn’t wearing a bra. Add in the fuck-me heels and fuck if I knew how to even be in my own skin. I’d made a mental note to talk to Hannah about her next week but lo and behold, here she is, sitting by herself at the end of the bar. 

I smile at her when our eyes briefly meet, pulling my hand from my pocket and running my thumb over my bottom lip. I move toward the bar and lean forward, waiting for a clue that she’s interested in me too.

Her eyes shift around, looking at this or that before returning her gaze to me. When she looks back, her uncertainty radiates all the way to me, as if she doesn’t realize how gorgeous she is or that I’m clearly interested in her.

“Hey man, three lemon drops,” Owen says to the bartender, who is staring at me like he wants to suck my fingers. I give him a weak smile and turn my attention back to her, trying to gauge what she’s doing at our private party by herself.

Who is she?

Her mouth gently grasps the lip of her glass of wine while she takes a healthy gulp, then she averts her attention and swallows.

Bingo. She’s flustered.

She glances back at me and I make a split second decision. My finger points in her direction and I half-smile, then mouth the words You want one? 

I wonder if maybe I’m being too bold, but her nod reignites that spark she’s lighting inside my chest.

“Make it four,” I tell the bartender without breaking eye contact with her. I follow it with a wink, and she instantly looks down into her lap, cheeks turning pink.

Fuck this, I need to talk to her.

“Uh, dude?” Owen snaps his fingers in front of my eyes and I look at him.

“What?”

He peers at me, turns to look at the girl, then back to me. “Are you calling dibs?”

“Fuck yes.”

O beams at me and nudges Isaiah, sarcasm in his tone. “Rook, watch the master work. This is going to be the best off-field education you’ll ever get.”

I roll my eyes and say, “Distract ‘Kenna if she comes back. I might close on this one.”

“Wait, what?” Owen asks, complete surprise filling his blue eyes.

I shrug and begin to walk toward her. Owen is my best friend and despite what the public makes up about me, he knows I don’t take girls home and I don’t sleep around. It has nothing to do with my sham commitment to McKenna, and everything to do with my own intimacy issues.

I had plenty of sex when I was younger. Now at twenty-eight, I just don’t have the taste for meaningless fucking and one-night stands. That's a past I'm more than happy to never look back on. Keeping it in my pants is how I stay focused and precise, on and off the field.

However, I’d break my rules for this girl. That raging fire I feel can’t be one-sided. 

I hope.

As I approach her sitting at the corner of the bar, I take note of everything about her. Dark brown hair flowing loosely around her slumped shoulders, fingers slightly shaking as she fidgets with her phone, tight black dress that says business, not party. And shit, those smooth, bare legs.

I can’t recall ever experiencing this pull toward someone before. It’s like she’s got a lasso around my chest and is slowly drawing me in. My heart hammers harder in my ribs with every step I take. The beat from the dance floor pounds along steadily as a new song begins. 

Here we go.
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Chapter 3

Natalie
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“HI,” THE BEAUTIFUL dark-haired man that eye-fucked me from down the bar says to me. His voice, deeper than I expected, makes me want to hear every naughty word ever invented come from those perfectly shaped lips.

I suck in a deep breath and square my shoulders. 

This man was designed for a woman’s deepest fantasies, and I can’t help but stare at each delicious feature. 

A few locks of his coffee-colored hair fall near his piercing dark eyes, reminding me of young Clint Eastwood’s slight squint. His face is clean shaven highlighting bone structure I’ve only seen on male models after photoshop has done its magic.

He’s dressed in a clearly expensive, and probably custom, navy blue three-piece suit with a crisp white shirt beneath, slim charcoal gray tie, and polished cognac leather dress shoes. His wrist glitters with a gorgeous chocolate and rose gold Rolex watch, complementing subtle mother-of-pearl cufflinks.

He’s just so damn put together that I feel intimidated, even with my sore feet currently snuggled in expensive designer heels.

I had no idea men like this, with warm smiles like his, existed in real life.

“No opening line? I ask, feigning disappointment.” I tilt my eyes up and really look at his face—his rich brown gaze twinkling in the candlelight as he observes me with humor, lifting his lips slightly.

“One-liners aren’t my style. Tell me your name.” 

His eyes track down my body quickly then back up, glancing at each feature he must find important when hitting on a woman—breasts, stomach, hips, legs.

“I’m not ready for that kind of commitment,” I flirt, taking a deep pull of my wine. The alcohol warms my cheeks and soothes my nerves, a mild buzz hitting me a little faster than usual. I guess I should've eaten a real meal today instead of just snacking and sampling.

He laughs at my comment and oh, he just got sexier. How is that even a thing?

“Forget names, then. Tell me the worst pickup line you’ve ever gotten. If I can turn you on with it, you’ll give me twenty minutes to charm this pretty dress off of you.”

He shifts his hip to perch against the bar and I can’t help but bite my lip while I think about his request. What if he can charm this dress off of me? 

Honestly, who am I kidding? His subtle woodsy and sweet cologne is making me feel a neediness I don't recognize. This dress suddenly feels too hot and constricting against my skin, as if clothes should fall off when he’s near.

“Deal.”

“Hit me,” he replies, taking a sip of the amber liquor in his lowball glass. 

Whiskey, I assume. 

Or rum? 

No, he’s got edge. 

Definitely whiskey. 

I clear my throat and do my best imitation of a man’s voice, dropping my chin to achieve it. “Is your name spaghetti? Because I want you to meat my balls.”

“Jesus.” He laughs openly, briefly placing a large hand on his abdomen. No wedding band. “That was a serious pick up line?”

I nod, finishing off this glass of wine and trying to stifle my laughter. “It was at a wedding expo. I think the future groom had sampled too much champagne because he was stumbling around like it was his bachelor party.”

He laughs again. “That’s amazing. Did he touch you when he said it?”

I consider that question while I grasp the bottle of chianti Randy left at the bar and pour myself another glass, wondering why it would matter if he did touch me? 

“Yes, he touched my leg.”

He tips back his drink and finishes it, setting the glass down and moderately cringing at the bite. 

Whiskey.

“It’s only fair that I recreate the moment, so which leg was it? Calf or thigh?”

Holy hell, he wants to touch me?

I suddenly feel lightheaded. The idea of him touching my bare skin makes me as nervous as swimming with sharks. Equally awesome and dangerous.

My voice wavers through the slamming of my heart. “Right thigh.”

“Before we go there,” he begins, perusing my hands before meeting my eyes. “Is the reason you were at this expo because there’s a husband I should know about?”

Warmth spreads across my cheeks as I dip my head slightly, a sudden flush coming over me. Am I flattered? Embarrassed? In this moment, there’s no way for me to tell what this shy giddiness is. What I do know is it’s...exhilarating. 

“Was a work thing,” I tell him. “You?”

The side of his lip quirks and he leans forward, closer and closer until his lips brush at the hair hanging over my ear. His warm breath exhales slowly and oh my god I’m dying. “No husband, or wife, here either.”

I instinctively lean a little closer into him, my eyes clouding as if we’re the only people in this ballroom and he’s about to reveal a dark secret.

“Now where were we?” His hand softly lands on my right thigh and he whispers seductively, “Like this?”

I swallow pensively. “Yeah, I like that.” 

That’s not what he asked, but it’s how I wanted to answer.

His chest rises and falls, his cologne sweeping over me like a cozy blanket. 

“Tell me, is your name...spaghetti?” He begins in this husky bedroom voice. Despite wanting to laugh, I feel extremely turned on. My heart pounds faster, his firm hand migrating ever so slowly up the top of my thigh.

Oh, I bet he gives good fingers.

“Because I want you...to...” he chuckles, “to...” He doesn’t finish and instead pulls away, beginning to laugh and shake his head. “I’m sorry, I can’t.” 

He fully steps back from me and I instantly miss his skin on mine, his breath at my ear. 

I giggle and ignore that pang of yearning for him to come back to me. Taking a shaking swig of my wine, I remind myself that he’s just a guy and I can handle this.

"Meatballs." I smile toward him as he leans his hip back against the bar. "Seriously. That was an epic fail."

He motions to the two guys at the bar he’d ditched. "My blond friend over there has a few failed lines. I'll have to tell him that one."

"What's his go-to?" I ask curiously. 

He clears his throat and shrugs. “I’m not sure you’re the kind of girl that it’ll work on.”

I quirk my eyebrow and purse my lips at him, turning my chair to fully face my body at his. “Hit me.”

He also quirks his eyebrow momentarily, licking his lips through a smile, and oh hell, I bet he gives good tongue too.

“Okay, but if you're offended, keep in mind I'm just the messenger.”

I gaze at his friends who are slyly looking in our direction as they chat idly. The blond one looks familiar, but I have a hard time seeing him in the dim lighting on the other side of the bar. He doesn't look like the type to be that offensive.

“I can handle it.”

The very sexy man before me clears his throat and as he locks eyes with mine, that deep chocolate brown tells me one thing—this is going to be good. 

“Tell me sweetheart, do you want to come on my fingers, my tongue, or my cock tonight?"

Whoa.

I inhale sharply and glance to his friend, then back to him. That was everything I was hoping it would be, and now that it's been said aloud, I don't recognize how it makes me feel—breathless, hot, and fidgety.

Imagining the weight of his body against mine, the warmth of his breath and the hot press of his fingers into my skin, it’s almost too much. Just thinking about that makes me feel needy and desirable.

Butterflies.

“Do you want me to answer that?”

He swallows audibly, indicating he may also be surprised he said that line to me.

“Yes.”

Seeing that I've never had an orgasm with someone, I’m not even sure what I would like most. Glancing at his hands, his lips, then the seam of his pants, I’m torn. 

I did like it when my ex would go down on me even though it was rare, and I bet this guy’s tongue is magical just by the way his mouth is shaped and how it moves when he speaks. 

If I could have it any way with him, that’s how I would want it. With my hands in his dark, soft-looking hair and my back arching off the bed, his tongue sliding into my wetness, slow at first then faster as he sees me begin to pant for it.

God that sounds so awesome right now.

“Tongue.”

His eyes widen and corner of his mouth quirks in response. His tongue traces a line on the inside of his cheek, as if he’s imagining the act just by looking at me. 

“I bet your pussy tastes so sweet,” he says huskily with his eyes moving down my body to where my right leg is crossed over my left. 

I have some more wine, because what the hell am I supposed to say to that? I lift my right leg and re-cross my left leg over it; his sharp inhale and focused eyes on my legs is all I need to gain some leverage over this very forward man.

He clears his throat and glances back to his friends, who are letting Randy shamelessly flirt with them. 

He then leans forward and brushes his lips over my hair again just above my ear.

“I bet you’re tight and soft, too. Warm and perfect.”

I can’t breathe.

I can’t think or see or move.

Holy hell. 

“Can I touch you again?” he asks, and in my head I’m falling to the floor and spreading my legs for him, but all I manage to mutter is, “Uh-huh.”

A shiver rolls through my body as his hand lands on my left thigh and begins to slide upward and just beneath the hem of my dress. He squeezes gently and I lose all awareness of where we are and whether anyone can see us or what he’s doing.

My eyes drift closed, I lean my head against him so his lips are actually touching my ear, and I ask him for more as my legs uncross and spread slightly. 

Intentionally or not, I don’t care. His hand belongs beneath my dress.

It takes him maybe one second in hesitation before his hand drifts a little higher over my thigh and kneads. 

I whimper softly.

His face turns until his lips are against my temple and he sighs. “I guarantee it’s going to be so fucking good. You and me.” 

Umph.

His hand keeps traveling north where I’m even warmer and it’s so where he needs to be right now. I’m being reminded what desire, and lust, and physical yearning feel like; what it’s like to let a man feel my skin, and I want more as every moment ticks by.

“Oh, God,” I moan, his hand turning to the inside of my thigh and moving up.

“That’s it, gorgeous,” he says quietly.

As his fingers reach my panties and just barely slide over my needy sex, a desperate whimper escaping my lips, Randy slams our shots down on the bar next to us. 

The guy’s hand jerks out from under my dress instantly and I sit up, eyes wide and awake, exhaling as if waking from an intense dream.

Moment ruined.

I notice the two other men casually making their way toward our end of the bar as my eyes regain their focus—the panty-dropper in front of me letting go of my body and backing away slightly with a deep sigh, powerful eyes holding mine. 

Calm down, Natalie. 

Deep breaths. 

Stop shaking. 

They'll notice you practically came when he touched you.

The blond one looks at him curiously then back at me with bright blue eyes. "You giving the toast, sweetheart?"

A giant smile spreads across my face. I feel like I can find my bearings now that the other two guys are here and our cloud of arousal has dissipated. 

"Yes I am, sweetheart," I mock him playfully, keeping my eye on him a second longer as I wonder to myself whether this is Greta’s crush.

I instantly jump off of my stool and the men form a circle with me, holding their shot in one hand and a lemon in the other. I feel their attentive eyes on me and I decide to recite the toast Greta and I use when random guys buy us shots. Before I can start, I have to ask them their names. 

The blond one tells me his name, Owen, and I figure out how I know him. I really wish Greta was here to finally meet her reason for breathing. She is going to die. 

The younger one answers, "Isaiah.” He also looks familiar but it may just be from watching these guys play on Sundays.

I turn to the dirty-mouthed one to my left and wait for his response. I'm so excited to do this toast I am nearly vibrating. This is where I regain the upper hand and show this guy that two can play his seductive game. 

He slowly licks his wicked lips and replies, "Jax."

Awareness flashes as I recall two nights ago with Greta, watching wide receiver Jackson Chase score the winning touchdown with three seconds left in the Sunday night game. The same guy we joked about me meeting. Sports announcers drool over his athletic ability; women—and men—drool over his athletic frame in those tight football pants. 

Regardless of the fact that he has an unbelievable body, I determine it should be illegal for him to wear a helmet and cover that gorgeous face. Here he is, all six-foot-something, standing next to me with some serious come-fuck-me eyes. 

I look back toward the other two men, gather every ounce of confidence I can muster and say the first line, loud enough so they can hear me over the deep pulse of the music echoing off the walls and ceiling of this large, open space.

"To the four types of orgasms," I begin, watching their eyes light up in anticipation. 

"To the good kind—oh yes, yes, yes!" I exhale dramatically, glancing next to me. 

Jax clears his throat, adjusting his stance. 

"To the bad kind—oh no, no, no," I pout, watching their smiles grow wider.

"To the holy kind—oh God, oh God, oh God!"

I turn to look directly at Jax, the spark between us palpable as he tries to contain himself. He is a man simmering with arousal. I step closer to him, the energy between us growing. He leans toward me instinctively, our bodies luring each other in. 

Owen and Isaiah shift in my peripheral as Jax and I descend even closer, my breasts only inches away from his chest. If I perched up on my toes, his lips would be on mine. 

I smile and give him my most convincing performance, his eyes glowing in hunger. 

"And to the fake kind...ohhhh Jax!"

Owen and Isaiah burst into gut wrenching laughter as I step back, enjoying the view of a confident man suddenly blushing, the wind knocked out of his sails. They each shove Jax in jest, whooping and complimenting me on my brilliant toast. 

Jax looks away nodding, licking his lips again and attempting to hide his wide, boyish smile. I have to giggle at his reaction, too.

He’s seriously magnetic when he relaxes with laughter. My heart skips a beat as I imagine what he is like behind closed doors, in the privacy of his home. 

For some reason, I want to know who this guy is when he doesn’t have it turned all the way up, hitting on me with his hand up my dress.

He turns his massive body away from me. Broad shoulders stretch the seams of his suit jacket, exposing the strength he possesses just underneath a few scraps of wool and cotton. To be honest, the view is nearly as beautiful from behind as from the front, if you don’t take his pretty face into account. 

Turning back to watch me with amusement, his teeth glitter in the shadows of the ballroom. I suddenly feel off-balance looking at his features, as if his captivating eyes and charismatic demeanor could revive a broken heart.

Jax shakes his head and finally responds in a low chuckle, "I deserved that. Cheers." 

He puts his glass forward and we all clink, quickly taking the shots then sucking liberally on our lemons. I can't help but watch Jax remove the fruit from his teeth and lick his citrus-soaked lips. 

Yum.

He reaches his arm past me and sets his glass down on the bar, eyes grazing over my breasts, down my abdomen, around my hips and slowly down my bare legs. By the dark clouds forming, he is clearly a legs and ass man, which as luck would have it are my best features. He steps toward me and runs a hand through his thick hair, exhaling audibly as if he wants to say something but can’t seem to find the words. 

The four of us stand in an awkward silence, Owen looking between Jax and I with this goofy smile, his dimples burrowing into his cheeks. 

He’s as tall as Jax but built like a beast. I’m pretty sure a Saint Bernard could use his chest as a bed. Add in the wavy blond hair and ocean blue eyes, and you have Greta’s reason for breathing. 

Isaiah is shorter by maybe three inches, but just as bulky as Owen. His soft eyes regard me curiously as his pillowy lips purse a little bit, seemingly unsure if he should be making conversation or not. 

I turn and grab my glass of wine, finishing it in one swift gulp. Settling back into my seat, I thank the guys for the shot in an attempt to get them to leave and Jax to stay. I don’t want to be done with him quite yet, but the other guys I could not care less about right now.

Isaiah and Owen nod, taking the hint and meandering away slowly. On his way out, Owen leans over to Jax and whispers something about a “she” and “home” and “all clear” with a closing wink before turning away.

I glance at Randy, who is standing at the bar polishing a wine glass with the biggest grin on his face. Smirking at him, I grasp the bottle of chianti and pour the rest of it into my glass, filling it nearly to the brim. 
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