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Chapter One




Zoe


Have you ever had that 2am epiphany about your life? The one that makes you sit up in bed and realize you're miserable? The one that makes you realize the great guy sleeping next to you isn't  The One? Despite the fact you agreed to marry him? Despite the fact that, on paper, he’s perfect in every way. 

That's how I ended up back home, living with my parents at twenty-two, and three months after graduating from college. I'd packed my stuff quietly, set the square diamond engagement ring on his nightstand on top of a note that said "I'm sorry", and left a voice mail at the café where I worked that I wouldn't be returning. 

Then I drove ten and a half hours home to Wichita, Kansas.

Chicago wasn't for me. Clearly a degree in history wasn’t going to do anything to advance my nonexistent career either. Unless I continued on to get my post-grad in order to teach. The idea of standing in front of a classroom gave me hives.

Mom had opened the door and ushered me in, the look of disappointed resignation on her face. Four years since I’d seen either one of my parents, and it was like I’d never left. Mom hugged me at least. Dad just lectured me about returning home with my tail in between my legs.

Now I sit at the receptionist desk at my father's law firm, smiling and answering phone calls in the grand lobby. The view is nice. I can see out the glass front doors, and the white marble floor sparkles every morning after a good buff and wax. It could be worse. I could be buffing and waxing the floor instead of looking pretty for the lawyers. Ugh.

In a few precious days, I'd be in my own apartment. A month with Mom and Dad had been more than enough for the three of us. My older brothers made it worse by mocking me every chance they got, which was far too many chances since they all work for Dad. 

“Albright, Miller, and Huff,” I say with the perkiest voice I can conjure. “How may I direct your call?” 

Kill me now. 

I transfer the call to Mr. Miller’s bitchy secretary. It isn’t that this is a bad job. There are way worse things I could be doing. Working for my father isn’t ideal. He wanted me to be a paralegal, note not a lawyer. Instead, I headed off to Chicago, got my degree in history (Summa Cum Laude thank you very much), and proceeded to fail at life.

“Hey, Zoe,” Grant Winston stands way too close to me in my little receptionist world. He’s the epitome of sleazy lawyer. His slicked back clichéd hair, his tailored gray suit and dark blue tie, and eyes that send shivers down your spine, and not the good kind. Grant looks like a predator who enjoys playing with his prey. “Want to grab a drink?”

“Gee, I’d love to, but I don’t want to.” I smile as I say  it. He can make my life more of a hell if he complains to my father. It’s time to go home, but I can’t leave if he’s hovering near me. He’ll totally ruin my plans. “Have a good night, Mr. Winston.”

Grant bends down too close. “One day, Zoe Albright, you’ll be on your knees in front of me calling me Mr. Winston.”

“You mean before I bite your dick off?” I turn toward him, smiling sweetly. Fuck it. He can suck his own cock. “Mr. Winston, you should know that I record all conversations at my desk. You wouldn’t want this to get back to human resources, would you?”

Grant straightens and tugs at his paisley tie. He doesn’t even look back at me as he strides around my desk and out the door. I smile and start to straighten the few items on my massive desk. The only thing that’s personal is a picture of me with Dwight and Annabeth at the lakefront. And my pens. Don’t mess with my pens. I wait another ten minutes after Grant’s departure before I sign out on my computer. My purse is in my hand when the intercom buzzes on my office phone. 

“Zoe, can I see you for a moment?” Dad’s voice booms through the reception area. Several of the people leaving stop to stare at me. They all know I’m Christian Albright’s wayward daughter. The black sheep of an otherwise stellar family. Again I ugh.

“Yes, sir,” I reply. The delay doesn’t bother me much. My plans are simple, hit a happy hour and get laid. I’ve never had a one-night stand. Dwight and I started dating my sophomore year of college, and we stayed together until I ran away. Before him, there were three other boyfriends, but only two other sexual partners. One of whom I would rather gouge my eyes out than ever see again. Tonight I want to cut loose. Hit it and quit it. I’m tired of being the black sheep without doing anything to warrant the label. I’m young, unattached, and free to make my own decisions.

The elevator takes me to the fourth floor where Dad and his partners hold court. The paralegals work on two, and the associate attorneys who do most of the dirty work reign on three. The first floor is my domain, plus conference rooms and the cafeteria. I see everyone, but I don’t know everyone. I like it that way. Wichita may be where I grew up, but I didn’t want it to be home. Problem number one: I didn’t know where I want home to be. 

My father’s office is dead center. There are four more offices, but only two are occupied. C.J. has his sights on one of them. The rust colored carpet and dark wood signals money, as in we’ll get you yours but take a huge chunk. I hate lawyers.

Mrs. Edmonds isn’t at her desk outside Dad’s door. She’s worked for my father as his legal secretary and executive assistant since I was in diapers. I walk around her desk to the big mahogany door and push it open. No need to knock.

Dad sits behind his massive desk positioned in front of the floor to ceiling windows that overlook downtown Wichita. He has an ensuite bathroom, tub and all, and bookshelves full of legal tomes on the rest of the walls. Sitting in front of him are my four brothers: C.J., Neal, Robert, and Heath. It’s an ambush. I know it the minute my foot clears the threshold. Shit.

My brothers all turn around, their faces impassive. I want to bolt, to run faster than I did when I was All-State track. It’s too late, and I know I’m screwed. 

“Zoe, please come in.” Dad waves me toward him. I notice there aren’t any more chairs. Standing for your execution is normal anyway. “Your brothers and I have been talking about your future.”

I close my eyes, mainly to stop from hurling myself across his desk and strangling him. 

“We want you to be part of this firm as more than a receptionist,” C.J. says. I don’t have to look at them to know who is who. They’ve all been telling me what to do my entire life. 

“Yeah, sis, like a real part. Not the eye candy at the front desk. You’re smarter than that.” Heath is the youngest of the four but still eight years older than I am.

“We’ve enrolled you in a paralegal course,” Neal adds in his gentle tone. I don’t let that fool me. Neal’s the real shark among my brothers. He just hides his teeth better. 

“Starting next week,” Bobby says. My eyes shoot open and I glare at him. He’s my favorite, by far. Bobby may boss me around, but he does it out of love. The others just want to control me.

“No.” I stare Bobby in the eye.

“Not negotiable,” Dad says. 

I turn to face him. My father is handsome with his more salt than pepper hair, tall thin physique he keeps in shape by running marathons, and chiseled features. My brothers take after him for the most part. Mom’s model looks are sprinkled among them. Me? I got the bad parts of each of them. Dad’s nose (long and thin), his square chin, Mom’s muddy brown eyes and hair, and a mix of their body types. I’m short like Mom but without her D cups, and thin like Dad to the point I almost look like I have an eating disorder. I hate it. All of it. 

“Terms?” I ask because I do know how to play this game even if I’m not an attorney. 

Dad’s eyes light up. He loves an argument. “You work here. That’s it.”

“With your degree, it should only take a year to get a certification,” Heath says. I want to rip his throat out. Heath is my least favorite brother. He’s the snake of the family.

“As long as you go full-time,” Bobby adds. 

“And you will go full-time,” C.J. says. He’s so much like Dad, and he’s my second least favorite brother. I wonder briefly if his new wife, the one I’ve never even met, puts up with his shit. He got married last Christmas. My invitation must have been lost in the mail.

“And if I decline?” My gaze has never left my father’s. “You’ll fire me?”

“Not right away,” he says leaning back in his chair. Dad always acts like he’s already won.

A threat, not even a veiled one, just a plan old threat. “I decline.”

My brothers stand at once and walk out. They planned this. They all knew I’d say no. Bastards. 

Once the door closes behind them, my father motions for me to take a seat. I continue to stand. Just out of spite.

“Zoe, I don’t want to do this, but I will if I have to,” he says. He leans forward and puts his elbows on the table. “We indulged you when you took off to Chicago. We stayed away so you could sow your oats and mess your life up on your own. Which you did spectacularly. Now it’s time to grow up. You will do this. If, when you finish the certification, you don’t want to work here, fine. I won’t make you sign a non-compete. I just want to see you on the right path.”

“What if I want to get my Master’s? Did you ever think that’s the right path for me?” I didn’t, but any roadblock is a roadblock and I’d rather do that then take paralegal classes.

“Then you would have to find a way to pay for it, because I won’t give you another penny, a place to live, anything. You’d be on your own.”

There it is. The whole truth. If I don’t do what he wants, he’ll cut me off completely. I couldn’t afford that. Still, he didn’t give me shit in Chicago. I managed. “You forget, I survived in Chicago without your money.”

“Barely.” He smiled like a tiger with a human in his mouth. Asshole.

“I hate this.” I turn and walk out, wishing the door would slam shut behind me. Instead it closes softly as a reminder that I can’t win against that man.

Fuck my life.

 

Mitch


I open the door to the neighborhood bar two blocks from my new apartment. Wichita hadn’t been my dream destination, but I needed a job. A guy I knew in law school recommended me to his firm and here I am. Now that I’ve passed the bar exam, I can practice law. Starting tomorrow. Tonight, I just want to relax and have a drink or two. Get used to my new city. 

After growing up in Iowa, I hightailed it out of town and moved to Minneapolis for college then to St. Louis for law school. I can never go back home. Too many memories, too much pain. Wichita is just another stop on my journey. I know this isn’t my final destination, but more like another jumping off point. Get experience, move to another city, another firm.

The bar, Chizzy’s, is full but not packed.  It’s a typical shot gun place with the bar running down one wall, booths across from it against the opposite wall, and a mixture of low and high tables down the center. A jukebox and small stage fill the back corner opposite the short hallway to the kitchen and restrooms. The lamps are dim and the lighting is accentuated with patio lights strung hanging from the high ceiling.

Overall, it’s not high end nor is it low end. It’s middle of the road much like the rest of the neighborhood. 

I stand in line to get to the bar. That’s when I hear her. 

“Pitch?” she says. Her long light brown hair is pulled back into a sleek ponytail and held in place by a barrette. It doesn’t match her clothes. Low hung jeans, tight around her ass, and a cropped t-shirt that reveals her smooth lower back. I half expect to see the top of a pair of thongs peeking out, but there’s nothing but skin. Any other day, I’d make a play. Not tonight. I’m not here for that, tempting as it is.

“My dick’s thirteen inches,” a beefy guy says as he stares down at her. 

“Hard pass,” she replies, turning to the guy on her other side. I can see her profile and she is gorgeous. Her wide eyes glow with anticipation. Again, any other night. “Pitch?”

“Wanna play Titanic? You’ll be the iceberg and I’ll go down.”

“No, because you’re already sinking,” she says then turns back to the bartender who smiles knowingly at her. By the looks of it, she’s been here a while.

I slip in beside her as she turns to the new guy on her other side. “Pitch?”

“We were both born without clothes,” the guy says. I roll my eyes at the tone in his voice. He’s trying to be suave. And it doesn’t work. 

“Yes, but you should keep yours on.” She turns toward me. I finally get to see her face. Her bright eyes sparkle with mischief. She’s having fun turning these guys down. I smirk as her gaze drifts down my face. Her skin is perfect and flawless with understated makeup and plump glossed lips. I see why the guys are hitting on her. “Pitch?”

I make a show of leaning back and checking her out. She’s going to shoot me down anyway, so I tell it like it is. “Wanna fuck?”

Her eyebrows shoot up and a grin begins on her lips. “Yes.”

I almost stumble back, but I manage to keep my composure. A yes is not what I expected. Maybe a night with a hot woman is better than a couple of beers. It’s not the best idea to be groggy on day one at a new job, but some things are worth it. 

She slides off her stool and takes my hand, leading me toward the exit. A few hoots sound behind us, but I don’t take my eyes off her ass. She’s leading. I’m following, and I have no idea where we’re going. Like I fucking care. She’s exactly my type: gorgeous, available, and looking for nothing more than sex.

I tug her hand to make her stop. She spins into my chest. My dick hardens in response to her proximity. Oh yeah, this is going to be so much better than a few beers. 

“Where?” I ask leaning in and nipping at her jaw.

“Your place or a hotel,” she whispers, melting against my body.

“My place.” I kiss her neck, earning a moan and lead her around the corner to the high-rise building full of corporate apartments. Thanks to the new firm, I got my place for a damn good price. It’s not the Ritz, but the bed solid and the walls thick. I want to make her scream my name.

The tension is palpable between us. One touch and we’re both heating up. Neither one of us says a single word. I hold her hand tight until we get to the elevator of my building. As the elevator doors close, I put my foot out to stop them. 

“If you don’t want to do this, if you think you’ll regret it, you can leave.” All I do are one- nighters. They are what they are, a release, a way to ease tension. If we get to my apartment and she still wants out, I’ll hold the door open for her. “No pressure.”

“No pressure. No names. No numbers.” She bites her lower lip and gazes at the bulge in my jeans. “One night only.”

“Deal.”

She responds by pushing me back against the elevator wall, allowing the doors to close, and shoving her tongue down my throat. The elevator opens to the ninth floor faster than I anticipate. Her firm ass is in my hands and I lift her until she wraps her legs around my waist. She’s light yet very strong. I carry her to my door, one hand caressing her through her jeans. I can’t wait to peel her out of those tight pants. 

Her lips move to my neck as I unlock the door. She slides off me, slipping behind my back and reaching around to my pulsating erection. I need to plunge inside this woman. Once I get the door open, I turn and pulled her against my chest, bringing her into the generic furnished apartment I’d moved into earlier in the day. There wasn’t anything personal anywhere. Just boring furniture and white walls. 

She pushes me down onto one of the small dining room chairs. I start to stand, but she puts her red heeled foot on my chest. We don’t need words. We don’t need names. We just need to fuck. 

I nod, knowing she wants me to just sit there. She’s in control. And she loves it. I adjust myself, but I really want to take my cock out and stroke it until she’s ready for me. I don’t. Tempting as it is, I like this anticipation and the hungry look she gives me.

She reaches for the hem of her shirt, slowly lifting it over her head. Her breasts are bare and peaked. My breath stutters in my mouth. A silver loop hangs from her right nipple. It’s taking all my willpower not to reach out and pull it to my mouth. I want to twist that ring in my tongue and hear her scream. She notices where my gaze is and tugs on the nipple ring. Jesus fuck, that’s hot. 

Then she starts on her pants, swaying her hips to some silent music. She shimmies the jeans down her legs, stepping out of her shoes and the pants until she’s completely naked. I hadn’t seen a thong at the bar because she hadn’t been wearing any. No bra, no panties. My dick presses harder against my zipper. 

I want to sink into her now. She climbs onto my lap, grinding against me as she kisses me slowly, biting my lip. I slip my hand between her legs, not gently. She doesn’t want anything gentle. 

“Fuck me,” she moans, the first words since we got inside.

“Planning on it, sexy.” I rub her clit, barely slipping a finger inside. It doesn’t take long until she screams to the heavens. “More?” 

She pushes me back into the chair and kisses me hard. Her fingers work the button and zipper of my jeans. She tugs them down, freeing my dick from its denim prison. I take the condom out of my wallet, slipping it on before she climbs onto me. 

She’s tight, hot, and mine for the night. I don’t want this to be fast. I need to savor every feeling of this woman. She sinks down until I’m balls deep and I don’t ever want to leave. That’s a dangerous thought. I focus on how she feels, how she holds me inside. With each kiss, our tongues perform a ballet. Her mouth doesn’t leave mine, but she doesn’t move. I press my hips up and swallow her moan. Together we move, slamming against each other.

“Oh God,” she groans as her orgasm rocks through her. I let her control the pace until she collapses against my chest. Her heavy breath on my cheek hitches as I follow her with my own. “Jesus, that was amazing.”

I laugh and kiss the top of her head. “We’re not done yet, sexy.” My lips move down her neck, biting and teasing. “I only get tonight, and I want all night.”

She lifts her head. Her eyes flame with satisfaction and with more mischief. “How many orgasms do you think you can give me?”

I tilt my head, pretending to think about it. “At least one more, but I think we should go for your record. What is that? Four? Five?”

“You’ve already broken my record.” A warm blush fills her
cheeks, and damned if that isn’t sexier than when she bit her lip.

“No man has every given you more than one orgasm in a night? That’s really sad. A woman like you should be fucked hard every night, and more than once.” I stand, bringing her with me. “And I plan on fucking you all night tonight.”

She opens her mouth, but I cover it with my own and carry her back to my bedroom. In minutes, she’s coming again.








  
  
Chapter Two




Zoe


A loud beeping wakes me. His warm arms wrap around my waist, pulling me back against him. God his skin is so soft, so smooth. So hot against me. I want nothing more than to extend our activities, but I’m on probation with my family.  

His goal was five. He exceeded expectations with seven. Seven! I didn’t even think that was possible. Glad I held out for this guy. I almost asked his name after the fourth, but we made a deal. Sometime around four in the morning, we fell asleep. 

I glance at the beeping alarm just as his arm leaves my waist to slap it off. Bright red digital numbers glare six. Then a second alarm goes off on the cell phone by his bed. Shit. There’s barely enough time to run home and change. I slip out of the bed, but he pulls me back against him. 

“Morning sex is the best way to start the day,” he says, his lips kissing my sun tattoo on my left shoulder. He had made it clear how much he liked it last night by tracing it with his tongue. “Don’t leave me with morning wood.”

I giggle like a lovesick fool. This guy is a sex fiend, and he’s damn good at it. “Bet you say that to all the girls.”

“All the girls?” He snorts, licking along my spine. “I don’t have sex with girls. I prefer women. Girls don’t know what they really want. They want happily ever after with Prince Charming. Women know what they want.”

His hand slips between my thighs, pressing them open. I lean back against him as one hand caresses my sex and the other tugs at my nipple ring. 

“And I don’t usually let any women spend the night either,” he adds, as his gentle caresses grow more urgent for both of us. “So the glory of morning sex is a rare occurrence for me.”

“You’re going to make me late for work. I need to run home and change.” Not that I’m stopping him. Not that I plan on it either.

He lifts me and slips on a condom, lowering me down his shaft. I sigh with pleasure. He feels good and he knows how to make me feel good. Okay, feel fucking great. “Wear what you had on last night. Or go naked.”

I moan as we move together. It’s fast and hard and he adds to his total. There’s no need for small talk. Our night is over. Regrettably. I wouldn’t mind a couple of more nights like that with him.

While he recovers, I sneak off to take a quick shower and put on yesterday’s boring office outfit. It’s wrinkled from being stuffed in my bag after I changed for the bar. Nobody was going to pick me up in a black skirt and pink button-down shirt. If anyone even notices I’m wearing the same thing I wore yesterday, it would be a miracle. Except my brothers. They would remember. They’re annoying like that. The shirt looks horrible, but the skirt is fine. They’re going to know. I smooth it down the best I can and step back into the bedroom for my shoes.

He smiles seductively at me as he lounges on the bed. His body is everything wet dreams are made of, tight abs, strong thighs, and just a spattering of hair leading to the promised land. I want to crawl over him. 

That’s not a good idea. Okay, it is a good idea, but it’s not going to happen.

He pushes off the bed and struts into the bathroom. An idea fills my head. I open his closet and grab one of his shirts. I’m never going to see this guy again. Even if I want to, and I want to, it’s a horrible idea. I want a memento. Something that I can look at and just relive the night we just had. The soft cotton smells like him. Clean, musky, and purely sexual. I’m tempted to leave my number on his nightstand, but that wasn’t the deal. Jesus that would be a huge mistake. I wanted a one-night stand. I got the best one-night stand to ever happen. Instead, I leave him a note. 

Thanks for the best fuck of my life.

            ~Sexy

There’s less than an hour before I need to be at my desk, perky and innocent. All the things I’m not. It’s a ten-minute drive to the office from where my car is parked outside Chizzy’s. I try to keep my cool as I hurry the two blocks to my car, but I’m practically dancing.

When I unlock the doors and climb into the safety of my driver’s seat, it hits me what I did. I had sex with a complete stranger. We agreed no names. No phone numbers. Nothing more than one amazing night. Either I’m the biggest idiot on the planet or the most brilliant. Never in my life have I done something so stupid that’s also so right. God, it was everything I ever read sex should be like. A text comes through, shocking me out of my reverie. I allow myself to hope that he got my number somehow. Stupid Zoe. I read it before starting my car. 

Wanna grab coffee?

I smile despite my disappointment. Bailey’s the one person who might understand why I did what I did last night. Emphasis on might. In high school, she’d been my best friend. We’d grown apart over the last few years, but I reached out to her after I came home with my tail between my legs.


If I tell her about the guy, and that’s a big if, she’d at least understand my why. I kind of want to keep it to myself, locked up in a closet of pleasure. Then the next time a man fails to satisfy, I can remember last night. Just thinking about how his hands caressed my body, how his mouth explored every inch of my skin, makes me want to run back up to his apartment. 

But that would be one: stupid and two: stupid. 

I text Bailey to meet me at Witch’s Brew, a café two blocks from my office and three from hers. After I park in my designated spot in the underground parking garage, I glance at his shirt. Then I look at the pink one that screams I didn’t go home last night. Of course, putting on a man’s shirt screams I didn’t go home last night and I wasn’t alone either. I’ll blame Bailey. She’s always good for it. I duck down and I twist into poses even the best contortionist would appreciated to change shirts.

Rolling the sleeves, I walk the two blocks with my head held high and stroll into Witch’s Brew. It’s one of my favorite places filled with local art, local artifacts, and nothing matches. The tables and chairs are different shapes and sizes. There’s one booth that’s always occupied. Like most cafés and bars, there’s a small stage in the back for local poetry readings and open mic nights. It’s almost too hip for the business district, but it never lacks business.

Bailey’s already there, sitting at our usual table with two mugs. She hasn’t changed much in the four years I was in Chicago. Her long hair is down and straight, lying over her shoulder as she stares at the tablet in front of her. Unlike me, Bailey knew what she wanted to do after high school. She graduated earlier than I did, too, and now works at a marketing company a few blocks from Dad’s office. 

“Work is overrated,” I say as I sit across from her. 

She glances up then back down at her tablet. Then her head snaps up. “Is that a man’s shirt?”

“Yeah, new fashion statement. You like?” I try to stay nonchalant, but I can’t stop grinning. Hot guy’s white shirt with thin blue strips is way too big so I belted it at the waist and popped the collar. 

“Bullshit.” She presses her screen and puts her tablet into her oversize Kate Spade bag. “Talk. Now.”

I raise my eyebrows and my mug at the same time. Bailey narrows her green eyes at me. I always envied how pale they are. Her dark olive skin makes her eyes pop. She looks more exotic while I’m one hundred percent alabaster. She gets a tan. I go from pasty to off-white.

“Who is he?” she asks, tapping her French manicure on the table. 

“Does it matter?” I put my mug down. 

“You were engaged last month. Now you’re shacking up with someone new?” She leans forward and hisses. “Yes, it does matter.”

“Fine,” I say a little surprised at her attitude. Once I got back in town, I told her about my ex-fiancé and how I ghosted him. Nobody else knows about him, and I plan on keeping it that way. What happens in Chicago, stays in Chicago. “I decided to do something I’ve never done in my life. I had a one night stand with a guy I don’t know and will never see again. Happy?”

“Jesus,” she leans back and frowns. 

“Oh, and I was with you last night,” I say as I sip my coffee. She got my order wrong, but then again, we hadn’t spent a lot of quality time together for four years. We’d hung out twice since I cruised back into town. I stopped drinking overly sweet coffees after my freshman year I college. Now I drink it with just a splash of nondairy creamer. The caramel latte is too much, but I won’t say a word.

“No, you weren’t,” she says with determination. “You couldn’t have been because I was at Augustine’s last night and guess who saw me there?”

Augustine’s is one of the best and most expensive restaurants in the city. If Bailey was there, she saw my parents or my brothers or all of the above. 

“My entire family sans me. Crap.” I sit back in my chair and tap my chin with my black painted fingers. I don’t particularly like my nails black, but it serves a purpose of irritating my father. “I’ll figure something else out.”

“Why would you have a one-night stand?” she asks. “That’s not like you.”

“You answered your own question.” I finish my coffee, contemplating the real reason. There’s no other way to put it than the truth and that seems lame. I lay it all out there. “Because it’s not like me. I just … I just wanted to be free for a night. Not have to be Zoe Albright, failure at life. Zoe Albright, not a paralegal. Zoe Albright, failure of a daughter. Zoe Albright, clueless as to what she wants to do for eternity.”

“You don’t have to be the exact opposite of you to figure all that out.” Bailey glances at her watch. “Okay, one last question and I have to go. Was it worth it?”

“Multiple times over,” I say with a grin. Jesus, he is amazing. I almost have another orgasm just thinking about his hands and how they felt. 

Bailey rolls her eyes, but she matches my grin. “I will need details sooner rather than later, but I have to get to work.” She stands and I hug her briefly. “Call me later.”

“I will. You can update me on the wonderful world of marketing.” I laugh at her grimace. 

“Don’t even get me started.” She pauses after slipping the strap of her bag over her shoulder. “If you have a different shirt, change. That one reeks of sleeping somewhere you didn’t have a change of clothes.” Bailey strolls out of the café with about four guys watching her long legs with interest. 

I get back in line to order a round of drinks to go and glance down at my shirt. She’s right of course. It looks like I slept somewhere I wasn’t supposed to sleep. Shit, shit, double shit. Not the image of Daddy’s little girl. 

But I’m not nor have I ever been Daddy’s little girl.




      [image: image-placeholder]Five minutes late and Sherry is already at my desk. That girl is not the brightest, but she wants my job. Not that I really care. It was hers before she was moved to the mail room. She points upstairs as if I didn’t already know the summons is coming. I don’t stop to even put my purse under my desk until I get to the elevator to deliver my peace offering coffees. Then I wish I had taken the stairs instead.

“Ms. Albright, a word,” Cynthia Richards, the head of HR and the one person who didn’t want to hire me, storms up in her square heels and perfectly pressed A-line skirt from the 1970s. Her gray hair is pulled in a tight bun and her perpetual sneer mauls her face. “You’re late.”

“I know.” I stare at digital number above the elevator doors slowly ticking down to the lobby. 

“You’re to be at your desk at eight sharp. It’s now six after.” She points at her watch as if that gives her statement added credibility. “And what are you wearing? That’s not within the parameters of the dress code.”

I snort and turn toward her. “Mrs. Richards, I am wearing a button-down shirt and a skirt with heels. Unless you rewrote the dress code overnight, then I am compliant. Now, if you don’t mind, I’d like to take my father his coffee.”

The elevator dings in perfect timing. I smile at Cynthia and climb on. She’s been doing her job too long. I think she stalks the staff just to catch them doing something wrong so she can feel superior. And she keeps forgetting that I don’t really care about this job. I want to be here as much as she wants me here, so we’re actually allies in that regard.

The mirrored doors show my distorted reflection. It only makes me smile more. The shirt comes down to my knees, and my black skirt peeks out beneath it. I look fashion forward, which is not a way I’ve ever described myself. My tastes run more to rocker chic than stylish. The jeans and crop top I wore in the bar fit me more than stuffy office wear. Maybe that’s why I struggle to fit in anywhere. My style doesn’t reflect my interests and my interests don’t reflect in my style. 

In this, though, I look good. 

The elevator stops and I step out onto my father’s floor. There are only four offices, one for each partner although two are now empty, and a massive conference room. I walk straight ahead toward my father’s closed door and smile at his secretary, Ms. Edmonds. 

“Oh, Zoe, great timing. I was just about to call for you again.” She presses a button on her phone. “Ms. Albright is here, sir.” She looks up at me with a smile. Her kind hazel eyes are not what you’d expect in a law firm. Especially from someone who has worked for Christian Albright for as long as she has. “You can go in. He’s been expecting you.”

“Thanks.” I stop, still balancing the coffee tray in my hand. “Am I getting ambushed?”

She keeps smiling, but she doesn’t answer.

I’m totally getting ambushed. Good thing I brought coffee. I straighten my back and open the door. Daddy’s office is huge and currently packed with my brothers, the ambushers, and someone else who either wasn’t offered a seat or didn’t take it. 

I fake a smile and stroll in. “Good morning. I brought you coffee.”

My brothers turn in unison, each with surprised looks. Except Bobby. He just stares at me like I have three heads and Dad’s about to bite one off. He also notices my shirt. A smile plays at his lips. Bobby’s not stupid.

Then the other guy turns and I almost trip over my own feet. My mind instantly starts to replay last night. I don’t know how I keep a straight face or even keep myself upright, but I smile and walk toward him, stopping close enough I can smell the same musky body wash that permeates on my skin. I set the coffee tray on the edge of Dad’s desk.

“Hi,” I say to him.

His eyes devour me, and he points at my chest. “Nice shirt. I used to have one just like it.”

“Really? Sounds like we already have something in common.” I touch each of the sleeves. “It’s not my usual style, but I like trying new things.”

Dad clears his throat, drawing my attention. “Thanks for the coffee, sweetheart.”

I feel the best sex of my life guy tense beside me. Totally relatable, giving the situation. He has no idea why the big boss just called me ‘sweetheart’.

“Yeah, Zoe, thanks. Is that why you were late?” Heath asks, blowing on his chai. 

“Sure.” I don’t blink at the accusation in his voice. My brothers know me better than that. If he wants to give me an out for being late, then I’ll take it. “Ms. Edmonds said you wanted to see me.”

“Ah, yes.” Dad sets his double shot of espresso down and leans forward with a grin. “This is Mitchum Caldwell. Mitch, this is my daughter Zoe Albright.”

Mitch turns toward me like a deer in headlights. He raises his eyebrows as he shakes my hand. His touch sets me on fire instantly. I swallow hard, and his gaze darts to my throat. Oh this is not good. I’m so fucking screwed right now, and if anyone finds out who I spent the night with, Mitch’s career will be over faster than a self-induced orgasm.

“Zoe, I’m taking you off reception. Mitch needs someone who can do research. Hannigan’s files are a mess and you’re the perfect person to help straighten them out.” Dad stands and points to my brothers. “Mitch, if you need anything, ask them. If they can’t answer you, please feel free to see me.”

I know a dismissal when I hear one, but I’m one - shocked and two - ready for another round of sheet tango with my dad’s latest hire. This isn’t good. So not good. Not if I want to stay in my father’s good graces. Okay, not if I want to have a place to live until I figure out my next move. I’ve never really been in my father’s good graces.

“Heath, will you show Mitch to his office?” Dad shakes Mitch’s hand. He grins like he’s got a new son, and in a way, he does. Dad likes to take all newbies under his wing. If they can stand it, they’ll probably be great lawyers. If they can’t, he shuffles them off to his remaining partner. “Zoe, a word.”

Shit, now I know I’m in trouble. He waits until Heath and Mitch are out of the room, thank God. I don’t know if I could handle this if my father treated me like a five-year-old in front of a guy who had his dick in me less than two hours ago. Unfortunately, the rest of my brothers stay. It’s just another Zoe intervention.

“Why didn’t you come home last night?” Dad asks all calm and cool like this is any other interrogation. He sits back down, leaning back in his brown leather chair. 

I don’t answer because it’s none of his business. Pleading the fifth wouldn’t go over too well, either. I’m an adult for crying out loud. My brothers collectively shift in their seats to get a better view of the show. Assholes.

Dad pinches his nose. “Zoe, I expect an answer when I ask a question.”

“Fine, I got drunk and spent the night at a friend’s place.” I shrug to show it’s no big deal, but for my father my every move is a big deal.

“A male friend?” C.J. asks. 

“None of your business, and no. It was Heidi from high school.” There is no Heidi from high school. I pull at the shirt and stare at it with a fake sneer. “This is her boyfriend’s if you must know. He’s in Kansas City right now for a conference.”

“Why not wear one of her shirts?” C.J. asks. He’s got that smug triumphant look on his face like he’s found the loophole in my story. C.J. is the biggest asshole of them all.

“She’s a size two. One of her shirts would look downright pornographic on me.” I glare at him, but the disappointment in his eyes is almost enough to make me feel like I won the battle. 

“Conference for what?” Bobby asks. 

I narrow my eyes at my one ally in the room. “She didn’t say, and I didn’t ask. I was just glad I didn’t have to take an Uber home for the family inquisition, which you all think is appropriate at work. Can we please stop the Zoe Daily Ambush?”

“Maybe when you grow up,” C.J. says. 

I feel like I’m on trial and I didn’t do anything. Okay,
that’s not entirely true. I did Mitch, repeatedly, but I didn’t know his career
path any more than I know my own. If I’m going down, I’m not taking Mitch with
me. Unless he wants to go down on me again. That’s not a thought I need at this
moment, but damn he’s good.

“I’m twenty-two,” I say calmly. Focus on the situation. Let them acknowledge the fact I’m an adult. Don’t think about Mitch’s superpowers. If there’s any way to win this battle, it’s on their own terms. “Legally an adult. I can join the military and fight. I can walk into a bar and have a few beers. I can get married without parental consent. All of that makes me an adult in the eyes of our government.”

C.J. snorts, Neal rolls his eyes, and Bobby snickers, but Dad doesn’t even flinch. 

“I expect you home after work the rest of this week.” Dad picks up a stack of files as if that’s the end of the conversation.

“What’re you going to do when I move into my apartment Saturday?” I toss my hands up and start to storm out. 

“An apartment I’m paying for,” Dad says making me turn around. He’s the one with the smug triumphant look now. His gaze flicks to the door and my brothers stand and start toward the exit, but this conversation isn’t over. Not by a long shot.

“Or do I need to remind you of that?” Dad lifts his head, meeting my glare. 

“Do I need to remind you that you paid for all of your sons’ college tuitions, including their law school?” I step forward and put my hands on his desk. “I paid for school on my own with scholarships and work. Nobody helped me then and I don’t need your help now. I quit.”

Dad huffs as a soft squeak follows an equally soft click. Traitors. My brothers never stand up for me, not once. It’s the world versus Zoe Albright. Unfortunately, the world is winning. But damn it, I’m not giving up my fight.

“What?” I ask, straightening up.

“You would’ve made a great lawyer, Zoe.” Dad shuffles his files until he finds the one he needs. I don’t bring up the fact that he never wanted me to be a lawyer. He wanted me to be a paralegal. The courtroom is too good for me. Or I’m not good enough for the courtroom. Either way. “If you won’t come home after work for me, do it for your mother. She’s been worried sick. I don’t need her any more stressed out than usual.”

A guilt trip right to the heart. Dad knows how to get to me quickly. Mom’s the reason I knew I could come home when I ran from Chicago. She never backed me either, but she always gave me a shoulder to cry on if I needed it.

“Now, for the other reason I asked you here,” he says handing me a folder. “This is the McGowsky contract. Hannigan was working on it before he… resigned.”

I take the blue folder and stare at him. “And?”

“Mitch is taking over the mess Hannigan left us. Despite what you think about being a paralegal or lawyer, you’re an excellent researcher. Mitch needs all the help he can get.” He points to the file and grimaces. “Read through it and help Mitch decipher Hannigan’s notes. You’re probably the only person in this office who can. That’s a priority.”

“Why didn’t you give it to him?” I tap the file against my hand.

“Because I wanted to tell you why I promoted you to his secretary.” Dad stands and walks around his massive desk. I stand my ground as he leans against the shiny cherry wood top. “Hannigan’s… resignation left us in a bind. Mitch is probably going to get overwhelmed very quickly. Your unique ability to … keep people steady will benefit him. Clerking for Hannigan in high school will pay off now. Nobody understands his scrawl or shorthand, and he never kept a secretary long enough around here. And nobody can top your skills at finding cases to support the arguments and back the contracts.”

I nod because what else could I do? My father just gave me a compliment. That has never happened before. At least, I don’t remember it happening. Maybe when I was in single digits, but nothing since. I try to remember the last time he even talked to me like I had a brain. And I came up with nothing.

“Dinner at six?” Dad asks like it’s an invitation and not an order. Who is this man and what did he do with my father?

“Sure, and if I’m running late, I’ll let you know.” I tap the folder against my palm again and turn on my heel. Dad’s attack and retreat worries me. I smile at Ms. Edmonds, and she sighs visibly. She’s heard enough Albright showdowns over the years to know the storm has passed, or at least died down for the day. As soon as I clear Ms. Edmonds’ desk, ambush part two takes place. All of my brothers, except Heath, flank me as I head toward the elevator. “Seriously? Don’t you guys work?”

“Zoe, when are you going to grow up?” C.J. asks, pressing the down button. 

“Probably around the same time you do,” I reply. The mirrored doors show our reflection. I’m in the center with C.J. to my right, Neal to my left, and Bobby just over my left shoulder. My brothers are all significantly taller than I am, and in their dark suits, it looks like they’re either arresting the petite felon or protecting her from whatever fake danger they think she’s in. Great, now I’m referring to myself in the third person.

“C.J.’s far more mature than you are. Just ask his wife,” Neal says. His stoic voice and manner at the exact opposite of mine. Probably why Neal’s my least favorite brother. He doesn’t talk much, but when he does, his words bite hard.

I roll my eyes. “What is it with you guys? Unless I’m one of you, I’m against you? Is that it? I’m not opposing counsel. I’m your sister.”

“And we’re worried about you,” Bobby says, putting his hand on my shoulder. “You’re spiraling.”

I laugh and rip my shoulder out from his grip. “Bullshit.”

“First you take off to Chicago,” C.J. holds up his finger.

Neal holds up two. “Then you don’t come home for four years.”

“You don’t even let us know when you moved out of the dorm and into an apartment. Nobody knew where you were,” Bobby says, putting three fingers in front of me. I smack his hand away.

“Then you show up a month ago with no explanation,” C.J. shows me four fingers. I show him the only one that matters.

Neal puts his hand in front of me. “And then you don’t go home last night. Do we need to go on?”

The elevator door opens, and we have to step back to let a few people off. I slip into the car before my brothers can follow me and hold up my own hand. 

“Sorry, full.” I need them to just leave me alone. For once, I would love it if my brothers treated me like a person and not like a doll they need to keep away from the rest of the world. I’m not some innocent kid who can’t take care of herself. 

For the first time since I came home, I wish I hadn’t. Anywhere would be better than here. 

Mitch


Heath’s a good guy. I met him at law school during his final year. We both interned at the same firm. He helped me navigate the ins and outs of the firm and what professors were the best. When he graduated, we stayed in touch. That’s how I ended up in Kansas. Well, that and another lawyer’s timely mental breakdown.

I sit at my desk, overwhelmed with the amount of files I need to decipher, clean up, and contact. The clients are losing patience with the firm. It’s my job to fix that and assure them we’re on top of everything. Out of the frying pan and into the fire, right? That’s the way of the world.

“Hannigan’s files are a nightmare,” Heath says again, as if he didn’t really know the depth of shit left behind. Apparently, everyone in the firm had known Hannigan was slipping months ago. They worked around him, but that wasn’t always an option. He’d hidden files from the other associates or taken them back without a word. Then he just cracked about a month ago. “That’s probably why Dad made Zoe your secretary. Every summer before she left for college, she clerked for Hannigan. She’s probably the only person in the building who can read his notes.”

“What happened to his last secretary?” I ask. Maybe he or she is still around. 

“She ran off with his wife.” Heath chuckled darkly. “Why do you think he had a breakdown?”

“Seriously?” I shake my head and open the nearest file. There are handwritten notes on Post-Its, napkins, legal paper, even on the inside of the file. It’s almost cryptic. 

“It’s true, but his breakdown started before that. He rarely kept a secretary very long. This last one had been here about two months before she stole his wife.” Heath shrugged and walked toward the door. “Don’t let it get you down. It would take a miracle to get through these in six months.”

“Did someone ask for a miracle? Here I am.” Zoe stands in the doorway, holding a file. Jesus, when she walked into Mr. Albright’s office in my shirt, I almost fell to my knees. I want to now actually. She was a vision last night. Today she’s an angel, but her horns are holding up that halo. My dick twitches and I shift in my chair to try to subtly adjust myself. She smirks like she already knows. “Here’s the McGowsky file. Dad… Mr. Albright said this is a priority.” She hands over the file and stares at the stacks on my desk. “Heath, help me take these to my desk.”

“All of them?” His eyes widen and he glances between the files and his sister. Knowing Heath, he’s working a way out of helping.

“Yeah, gooberhead, all of them.” She smiles at me, her tongue darting out to lick her lips. Her fingers play with a button on my shirt, and all the dirty thoughts slip into my mind. She looks better in that shirt than I ever did. “I’ll get them sorted.”

“Sounds good.” My throat is dry, and my voice cracks. I swallow hard and shift in my chair again. 

“Need something to … wet your throat?” she asks, her gaze darting down to my lips. 
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