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        A bad boy with a heart of gold. A single mom with dirty fantasies. And a wild bet that threatens to consume them both…

        

        LOGAN

        

        I bet my family’s legacy on pleasing 10,000 women.

        Kendall Sullivan, marketing queen, is my only hope of saving what I love. 

        She doesn’t have time for my jokes or my playboy reputation...

        Too bad I can’t get her sweet vulnerability out of my head.

        I'm starting to think the only woman I want to please is her.

        

        KENDALL

         

        Pastor’s kid. Single mom. 

        I’ve lived life by my values, and without regrets.

        Until Logan Hunter makes me a sinful proposition.

        He’s gorgeous and entitled, but his fierce passion is impossible to ignore. 

        Saying yes would be worse than reckless…

        But temptation never looked so good.
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      “Ten. Thousand. Women.”

      “There won’t be ten thousand women in Ibiza next month.” Tanner tosses two chips into the center of the green felt table.

      The gold crown Nellie's too young for glints as his hand flexes on his cards. The pendant light over the table shines on his scalp through the buzzcut he’s had as long as I’ve known him. “Tell him, Hunter.”

      “It feels like it,” I say, grinning.

      The annual trip involves a yacht, models, and enough booze to sink a pirate ship. It’s a beautiful week of partying. But more than that, it’s about living life to the fullest. No worries, no responsibilities, just old friends and new ones.

      Did I mention there’s enough booze to sink a pirate ship?

      “And these women have Ivy League educations?” Tanner asks dryly, lifting a brow under his mop of blond hair.

      “Women can’t score free rides on football scholarships,” I retort. Tanner played two years of a pro contract before an injury sidelined him. “Besides, life isn’t about going to a good school, it’s about what you do with it.”

      “True. You have an Ivy League education, and look where it got you.”

      I flip him the bird, but only half my attention is on the conversation because there’s an evolving situation in my poker hand. I need one more card to make this work.

      Poker isn’t a game of statistics. It’s a game of possibility. Of creativity.

      Plus, the winner takes home a couple grand. If there aren’t stakes, why play?

      “Even if there were that many women on your debaucherous little trip,” Tanner goes on, shrugging thick shoulders under his polo, “you can’t please them all. Genghis Kahn couldn’t please that many women.”

      I shoot him a look over the top of my cards. “You’re an expert?”

      “You might’ve sent sorority girls stumbling home with lazy smiles every morning,” he retorts, “but I’ve been married five years. You’re still playing poker in this dump.”

      I shift in my seat, taking in the windowless concrete room.

      There's no clock, and phones get checked by the door. Both add to the impression we're in a bunker, or that Bill Murray movie Groundhog Day.

      The bar fridge holds our drinks. A pile of snacks sits in a reusable grocery bag next to it. (Plastic kills birds in the Pacific. We’re not cretins.)

      A poster of some car magazine chick from our parents' generation watches from behind Nellie's chair.

      Nellie calls her his lucky angel. I call her Janie, because I was raised right and no man should see that much of a woman without knowing her name.

      "There is a penthouse in this hotel, Nellie." I nod for Nellie to turn the next card.

      "Yeah, but it's too good for you pricks."

      That ten of hearts gives me a full house. My pulse quickens, the thrill of winning so close I can taste it.

      "Wasn't too good for me and your cousin after your brother's wedding.” I toss my raise across the table, avoiding the plate of caviar. “She loved the curtains your mom ordered from Paris. Said they gave her something to hang on to.”

      Nellie’s face goes purple. “You’re an asshole, Logan Hunter.”

      I chuckle as I reach for my beer. Nellie calls my bet and shows his hand. "Two pair."

      "Full house."

      Nellie curses, and I sweep the table.

      Tanner shakes his head. "Your parents must be proud. Two of the biggest self-made families in New York, and your achievement is winning at Thursday poker. You assholes are never gonna grow up.”

      “You make it look so appealing,” Nellie drawls.

      But I’m caught on Tanner’s words. “What do you mean?”

      “This room has played out the same scene since college. Now Nellie's milking the trust fund from his parents’ hotel business, but his contribution is drinking Patrón and pissing in the pool. And you, Hunt. You take off jet-setting, then come back to work in your family’s business. For your best friend.” The look of challenge on his face tells me it’s not a compliment. “The family must love that.”

      It’s nearly impossible to score a point off me, but this dig lands.

      Tanner’s sitting in for Montgomery “Monty” Axelrod, who begged off poker tonight. He’s probably reviewing financial statements or rescuing puppies or whatever Monty does on Monty's time.

      The guy’s the Pippin to my MJ, the J to my PB, the Bey to my Jay-Z…

      Okay, maybe not the last one.

      But he’s been my best friend since freshman year. I don’t begrudge that Monty’s the head executive at my family’s brewery. He’s good at the things I’m not, including running a growing business. Which is why my grandmother put him in charge.

      “Real estate’s how old men get their kicks between doses of Viagra.” Nellie sits up straighter, reaching for his Yankees cap. “I bought something better. An online sex toy store."

      That brings the conversation to a screeching halt.

      "You're going to run it?" I ask.

      "Nah. Sell it for parts in ninety days. It’s a tax write-off."

      I snort, and they look at me. “It’s impossible to fail at selling sex.”

      “You think you can do better?” Tanner grins. "Neither of you can keep a woman around."

      I lift a brow. "Spoiler alert: it's not a ring they're looking for."

      Nellie chortles, and Tanner shakes his head.

      I love women.

      Not just because I enjoy sex like any red-blooded, twenty-nine-year-old guy should.

      Women see things men don't. They're curious and subtle and fascinating. When I’m with a woman, I show up and make it worth her time. Great meals, reservations at the best restaurants and the hottest clubs. And in bed? That's where shit gets real.

      It's not only a point of pride. It's “Being a Dude 101.” Any straight man worth his salt better figure out what women like and how to give it to them.

      I grew up with strong women. My grandmother started her own company forty years ago and still runs the board. My mother left her corporate gig to shake down execs for donations to a national nonprofit.

      I respect women. I take pride in giving them what they want. For an hour, a night, a week.

      Guys like Tanner can take care of the long game. Anniversaries, Valentine’s Days, rings, kids.

      Because those things come with hard times. I’m not good at hard times.

      "Fuck Genghis Khan,” I declare, thinking back to our earlier conversation. “I could please ten thousand women today."

      Tanner shakes his head, incredulous. “That’s logistically impossible.”

      But Nellie's eyes narrow. "We could put something on it."

      “I haven’t lost a bet in five years.” I count off my fingers. “Thanks to you, I’ve got an eight-foot antique bronze elephant sculpture, a champagne-colored limited edition 4x4, and a named twenty-grand donation to a charitable cause of my choice.”

      “That’s history. My luck’s about to change." Nellie’s expression turns smug. "I’ve got it. Hunter has to sell ten thousand vibrators. From my new company. Hell, I’ll even let you pick what kind."

      I can’t turn down a bet. Call it a weakness, but it’s been in me since I was a kid.

      When I was twelve, diving extra deep at summer camp.

      When I was in college doing keg stands.

      Every bet since.

      I point at the ceiling, bloodlust thrumming in my veins. "I win, the penthouse here at the Charlotte is mine.” He looks skeptical, so I press where it hurts. “I'm sure your cousin'll be more than happy to reprise our evening together."

      "I'll reprise your face with my fist, Hunter!" I wait for Nellie to cop out, but after a second’s recovery, his face lights up. "You want a piece of my family business? I'll take yours. Your stake in Hunter’s Cross."

      No way. My stomach shifts—from the booze or the wager.

      Sure, I was the one to raise the stakes by asking for a piece of real estate most people couldn’t dream of affording.

      But some things you don’t bet.

      “Come on, Hunter, not like you do anything with it anyway.” Nellie’s leering at me, his challenge burrowing into my brain like a nail I need to extract before it drives me insane.

      There's nothing easier than being the guy people expect.

      If you're steady, be steady.

      If you're proud, be proud.

      If you're reckless…

      You better bring your A game, friend, because I'll take you on. Anytime, anywhere.

      If Nellie's the devil on my shoulder, Monty's the angel.

      And tonight he's MIA.

      I lean forward. "You’re on. House rules.” Nellie nods in agreement.

      “You guys are fucking crazy,” Tanner exhales.

      I chug another beer to the sound of raucous laughter.

      Janie's gaze from the poster seems incredulous rather than sexual. It makes me realize I've done something very, very stupid.

      Because we've been playing long enough for me to know the first rule of gambling.

      Never bet something you can't afford to lose.
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      “This event is very important.” Nadine’s honey-sweet professional voice on the conference line hardens my intestines.

      I pace the meeting room, holding my phone to my ear.

      “Everyone on this committee has to step up. We need to execute it to perfection.”

      Closer, the marketing company I work for, occupies the second floor of a renovated factory building. It has beautiful hardwood floors and sleek white walls accented by pops of pink. But today it’s hard to appreciate.

      “I don’t need to tell you the reputational risk of failure is one thing, but the mental and emotional scars would endure for years.”

      My stomach grumbles because I haven’t had time to grab lunch, and the reception gets spotty when I run downstairs to the closest deli. So instead, I thumb the sleeve of my thin wool sweater as I listen.

      “I also wanted to share that the Metropolitan Symphony Orchestra is involved,” Nadine says proudly.

      The ridiculousness has reached a new level. I hit the Unmute button and jump in. “Nadine, how exactly is the symphony involved in an elementary school talent show?”

      I hear a sniff. “The lead violinist is giving Mitchell private lessons.”

      Of course he is.

      Nadine’s still talking, but all I can hear is her too-serious, too-caring tone telling us how the tickets should sell out faster than a Taylor Swift concert and the acoustics of the gym should be improved until they match Carnegie Hall.

      Okay, I made those up, but it’s barely an exaggeration.

      “As committee chair, I’ll circulate a list of jobs next week. Please sign up so we can move forward. Thank you for your time.”

      I hit End and set my phone on the table next to my notebook that says "LIVE YOUR DREAMS" on the front.

      You know Nadine. She’s the mom whose kid is always perfectly dressed even though she has a full-time corporate job. Who’s at every PTA meeting and heads up each committee, articulating issues in that sweet, caring voice. The one who makes her own Popsicles with watermelon and mint for sports days.

      Sometimes I wish she’d shove one of those popsicles somewhere.

      Because for all the perfect things she does, she’s also the first to criticize when everyone else doesn’t measure up.

      “Am I interrupting?” Rena sticks her blond head in, holding up two coffee cups.

      I lunge for one. “If one of those has a latte in it, you can interrupt anything you want.”

      “That call looked intense.” My friend and colleague taps a manicured finger against her coffee cup, pursing her red lips.

      I savor the taste of the latte with a hint of cinnamon, soothing my nerves and my ego. “I signed up for this event committee for the first time at Rory’s school, and we’re putting on a talent show in three months.”

      “What’s your job?”

      “TBD. I was thinking I could help with posters or maybe props. Not sure when that’s going to happen, but I’ll find time for something.” Between my job and work and being a single mom, there’s barely time to brush my teeth and find clean underwear in the morning. “It would be fine except for Nadine, who’s in charge of the committee. She’s an executive at her company. Chairs the PTA. Sits on the board of two charities.” I wait a beat. “And makes her own cake pops.”

      Rena’s green eyes flash. “No.”

      “Yes!”

      Even though I met Rena through work, she’s the best friend I have in New York. Maybe because I spend so much time at work and it’s hard to connect with the other parents—except at school events, where everyone’s up in arms over something.

      “What a bitch,” Rena tosses with a half smile.

      “I can’t hate her,” I confess. “I want to be her too much.”

      The fact that her kid’s getting lessons from some virtuoso is ridiculous, but it reminds me my son wants to go to a cooking camp in upstate New York this August and I can’t afford to send him.

      “You’re a badass, Kendall. Besides, if the woman does all of those things, she’s definitely not getting laid.”

      I look at her. “I’m not getting laid.”

      “And whose fault is that? You’re young. Hot. Have that innocent-girl-in-the-big-city vibe guys dig.”

      I glance at my clothes. Red Banana Republic sweater. Camel skirt. Ballet flats.

      For working at a company that specializes in relationship product marketing, I'm hardly an expert. I’m not fearless and stylish like the founder, Daisy. I don’t have Rena’s directness. Or a fancy degree like some of the other half dozen staff.

      But I have a knack for figuring things out, and that knack carried me from an account assistant to a senior account manager in five years.

      The same knack helped me figure out my life when I was forced to move to the city with nothing.

      My phone goes off, signaling the self-enforced end of my lunch break.

      “Do you have a meeting in here?” I ask Rena.

      She gives me a strange look. “Yes. And so do you.” The coffee freezes halfway to my lips. “Daisy sent an email twenty minutes ago.”

      I whip out my phone and scroll to my email. I try to keep things under control, but despite doing my best to organize, things happen in real-time around here.

      Rena shoves down my phone. “Don’t bother. All I know is Daisy wants us here, it’s a VIP client, and she’s running late and wants us to meet him.”

      Since there’s nothing to prepare, I grab the spray bottle hanging discreetly on the hook under the table and go to spritz the green wall full of ferns and succulents.

      "You haven't asked me to go to goat yoga the last two weeks," Rena notes.

      Despite having a busy life, I believe it’s important to carve out a tiny slice of time to myself. Even small investments in self-care mean we have more to contribute to those around us. In my case, my son and my colleagues. And in marketing, staying open and creative despite life’s challenges is key.

      That’s why I try to regularly cross activities off the sheet of paper with a mountain imprint and “My Adventures” written on it that lives tucked inside my notebook.

      Lately, I haven’t been crossing off much, thanks to my ever-growing load of clients, several of whom don’t understand why I can’t answer their emails at midnight or turn around concepts Sunday morning.

      "My advice?” Rena goes on before I can respond. “Forget the yoga and geocaching and salsa classes and focus on something important. Your to-do list should have one item: Kendall.”

      I blush and snort at the same time, a kneejerk response I can’t control. Lots of women in their twenties might be up for casual sex, and power to them. That’s not me. Not only because I have a son who’s old enough to make his own French toast, but because being physically intimate with someone is not something I’ll take lightly.

      Not this time.

      I’ve made my share of mistakes. The kind you can’t take back.

      I’m grateful for what I have. That includes a beautiful, healthy son, a challenging job that keeps a roof over our heads, and that at twenty-six, my hair’s still bright red instead of graying at the roots like my mom’s did at my age.

      Am I lonely sometimes? Sure.

      But that’s not a reason to throw myself at some smug, gorgeous New York guy who’s as careless as he is confident. Who’ll be gone as fast as he showed up—but not fast enough to avoid leaving a dent in my life or Rory’s.

      I bend to spritz the last of the plants—a little guy in the bottom corner that looks as though he hasn’t been watered in forever.

      “I’m serious,” Rena goes on. “You need a man. Someone hot who’ll give it to you good enough you can forget your life for a few minutes. Big and strong and with scruff that gives you rug burn on your thighs."

      My body twitches at her description, but I shake my head. "No way. I’m not spreading my legs for some careless player, no matter how good-looking he—"

      "Am I interrupting?"

      The low voice has me whirling toward the door.

      The man in the doorway looks like a hot lumberjack who decided to pledge a frat. He’s built broadly, with shoulders that could probably carry anything I’ve ever owned. His fitted T-shirt is somehow too small and the perfect size at once, hugging his muscled chest in that not-tacky way only expensive T-shirts can manage. Dark jeans worship his lean hips, his strong legs.

      His face is even better. The jaw under model scruff is square enough you could grate cheese on the edge. His light brown hair stands up as if some woman just finished running her fingers through it.

      His arms are tan. His hands…

      He has beautiful hands. Big and perfectly shaped.

      Eyes and smiles can lie, but hands? They tell you how a person interacts with the world.

      I'm sure the rear view is terrible because God wouldn’t have allowed any one person to have that much attractiveness.

      My gaze drags up to find knowing eyes the color of dark chocolate, as if he’s caught me checking him out. Or maybe he heard us talking about my lack of sex life.

      No. He can't have been standing there that long.

      But there's no time to consider because on his heels is our boss.

      Daisy rounds the hot lumberjack, her spike heels clicking on the floor. Tight ripped jeans under a midnight silk blouse should look casual, but you’d mistake her for royalty trying to go incognito. Her dark angled bob swings. That and her black-rimmed glasses make her pink lipstick pop. "Kendall. Rena. This is Logan Hunter."

      Daisy pulls out a task chair for the man, but he insists she take it. The frat-boy lumberjack grabs one at the end of the table, sinking into the seat as if he’s heavy enough to crush the air from your lungs if he lay on top of you.

      "Are you going to sit?" he asks, amused.

      The flush starts up my face again, and I realize I'm the only one standing. "Yes. I was just… watering."

      “And I’m sure your wall forest is very grateful.” At his deadpan, I hang up the water bottle and grab a chair next to Daisy at the birch table.

      My boss doesn't seem perturbed, but frat-lumberjack Logan looks entertained.

      "Hunter needs our help with a new product," Daisy tells Rena and me.

      "I need to sell ten thousand vibrators.”

      I snap to attention because as distracting as this man—this whole situation—is, this is business. But at his words, I cough, my lungs suddenly unable to complete the exchange of oxygen and carbon dioxide they’ve developed such competence for in the last twenty-six years. "Excuse me?"

      "Vibrators," he repeats, pronouncing each syllable in a smooth, warm voice that drags my gaze to full lips. "Sex toys. Used primarily by women for manual stim—"

      "Got it." I hold up a hand because if the hot lumberjack doesn’t stop talking, the world will explode.

      At Closer, we handle lots of relationship products, but my clients lean more toward dating apps. Personal support stuffed animals. A psychologist-informed communications app as an alternative for couples’ therapy.

      I don’t do sex.

      Not that I’m ignorant about it, but I’d cop to naïve.

      I grew up in a religious family, but we had the internet, and I've lived in New York for several years.

      That doesn’t mean I’m ready to talk straight-faced about sex toys with a lumberjack with beautiful hands.

      "I have ninety days," he goes on.

      I flip open my notebook, half to write things down and half to bury my face. "Ninety days to sell ten thousand…”

      “Vibrators,” he repeats, and I think I twitch again.

      “Right. What are sales now?"

      "No idea."

      I look up, and for the first time, I’m distracted by something other than this man or his product. "How can you have no idea?"

      “Rena,” Daisy cuts in, “I know you have personal commitments over the next couple of months, so I’m hoping you’ll help if needed, but I’d like Kendall to take the lead.”

      "There's no one better to handle you," Rena tells the lumberjack, completely straight-faced.

      I kick her under the table.

      But it's Hunter who flinches, and I sink lower in my chair.

      "Daisy, could I have a quick word?" I request.

      Rena and I follow my boss out of the conference room and pull the door behind me. Rena passes us, shooting me a wink as she does.

      I narrow my gaze at her, but I can’t protest the assignment. Rena is going to be the maid of honor at a rock star’s wedding. Hard to argue with that.

      I turn back to my boss. "Daisy, I’d love to help with this. But my client roster is pretty robust at the moment.” Which is French for “I’m working sixty hours a week thanks to a couple of clients who won’t be told no.”

      "I know you’re slammed, Kendall. But we’re a small firm.”

      “And I’m committed to helping you grow this company.” I mean it. Daisy’s amazing, and I love what she’s doing. I’m honored that I get to get up in the morning and work here. “But I'm not sure I’m the right person for this assignment. Lust is not my specialty."

      Her gaze works over me, and I wonder what she sees. "You’ve been here for years. You work extremely hard, you're capable, and I want to see you grow. This product may be a stretch.”

      You think? I’ve never even owned a vibrator.

      “But the best marketing isn’t about selling things you love. It’s about getting inside your client’s head and their clients’. It’ll make you better at your job.” As if sensing my hesitation, she goes on. “There’s a bonus in this if we can meet Hunter’s goal. Five thousand dollars, which I will hand over to you in full.”

      My breath hitches. I could send Rory to camp this summer. He’d be ecstatic.

      “And,” she goes on, “I know you’ve been absorbing a lot of client work. If you take care of this, I’ll give you the ability to choose your clients going forward.”

      Choosing my own clients would mean I could work with people who are more flexible in understanding my schedule.

      But if the price is selling sex toys for the hot lumberjack… it feels impossible.

      What would Nadine do?

      She’d say yes. No questions asked.

      “All right,” I say, straightening. “I’ll do it.”

      Relief etches itself onto her face. "Good. Get Hunter whatever he needs. He's an old school friend."

      That revelation surprises me. Daisy’s built this business from nothing, so my respect for her transfers to my new client.

      "Is there anything else you can tell me about him?”

      "Hunter is enthusiastic and charming. He's like a dog with a bone." She looks through the glass, and I follow her gaze to where Logan's inspecting the plant wall. Is he… sniffing it? "In fact, he's kind of like a dog generally."

      The fondness in her voice has me deciding that maybe this can be a good experience. A challenge. There’s no reason working with this man has to be difficult…

      My thoughts end in silence as he turns away, because…whoa.

      The rear view might be as good as the front.

      "I'll take care of him." I clear my throat. "Professionally."

      Relief crosses Daisy's face. "Thank you."

      I go back into the room, and the man in question turns to face me. He shoves his hands in the pockets of his jeans, angling his chin up. The posture should make him look reserved, but he's cocky.

      I clear my throat. "Mr. Hunter."

      "Just Hunter."

      "Hunter." His name makes the hairs rise on my arms under my sweater. "I look forward to helping you with this project. Let’s set up a meeting to review your goals. If you can send me a description of the product and current sales figures in advance—"

      "No."

      I freeze. "Excuse me?"

      He closes the distance between us and slides the pen from behind my ear in a way that has me feeling as if he just dragged the tip down my spine. "Let’s start now."

      I clutch my notebook to my chest. Not because of his proximity, but because my new vantage point has me realizing something profoundly disturbing and fascinating in equal measure.

      Logan Hunter has a tongue ring.

      I swallow, thick, as if it’s my own flesh that’s pierced. "I'm not prepared."

      The pen’s held out to me, but I'm drawn back to those eyes, lightened to caramel in amusement, and the mocking curve of his lips.

      "Then prepare yourself."
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      Certainty’s always come easy for me. I take bets I can win…at the poker table and in life.

      Now, in a pink meeting room with a jungle wall, staring down Kimmy Schmidt—who apparently holds the key to my salvation—I’m feeling less than sure.

      This morning delivered me into the world with the kind of hangover that reminds you the night before was either the best or worst of your life.

      Took me two minutes to remember the bet I made with Nellie. It was stupid, but I’ve never lost and I’m not about to start.

      Which is why it took another three minutes to get Daisy on the phone.

      She’s not the only classmate from college who built a company, but she’s the only one whose company gets people to buy shit to feel more connected.

      Daisy sold Kendall Sullivan as some kind of guru. But the woman who’s supposed to save my ass is a full head shorter than me. If it wasn’t for her resume, and the hazel eyes radiating intelligence and awareness, I would’ve sworn I had a decade on her.

      Kendall’s not hard on the eyes, but she’s dressed as if fashion causes friction. The sweater and skirt ride that elusive line between conservatively stylish and unobjectionably plain. Her oval face is pale, but the few freckles across her cheeks and nose tell me she gets outside the office.

      Her best feature might be her red hair that stops short of her breasts. It falls in slow, simple waves that make you want to sift your fingers through them.

      Come to think of it, her breasts aren’t bad either. They look small enough to fit in my hands, high enough I bet she’d look better naked than in that sweater.

      None of which matters because I’m here to win a bet. Of the ten thousand women I need to get off in the next ninety days? Kendall Sullivan is not one of them.

      I tell her I have a meeting in Midtown and she can ride with me, take the car back after. On the way downstairs, I study her legs.

      It takes balls not to wear heels in New York. I wonder whether she does it to be practical or as a “fuck you” to guys and convention.

      “So, what’s in the scouting report?” I ask as she shifts into the car, clutching her notebook, plus a sleek leather backpack she insisted on grabbing on the way down.

      Those eyes turn more brown than green in the car. “Scouting report?”

      I settle in next to her. “What’d Daisy tell you about me?” I pull the sunglasses down my nose. “Let me guess. She said I’m contagious. The life of the party.” I lean in and flash the most charming smile I own. “She said I’m reckless.”

      The woman lifts her chin, and I swear that intelligent gaze goes from assessing the situation to assessing me. It has me resisting the urge to shift in my seat.

      “She said you were a friend. And I don’t believe in judging people based on their past. Every day is the chance to make a new decision.”

      The reply comes out of left field, and I frown. “Meaning what?”

      “Meaning if you don’t want to be reckless, don’t act reckless.” For the first time, her voice is level. Confident. "Now let's talk about your marketing goals."

      The limo's back seat isn't small, but neither am I. Plus, she has her bag wedged between us like a shield, her phone and the notebook on her lap.

      I shift to get comfortable, my legs stretching in front of me. "One goal. Ten thousand vibes. Ninety days."

      “Is this a new product? An upgrade to a bestseller? How does it fit with your corporate strategy?"

      The questions are rattled off one after another.

      A hint of irritation makes my back itch. But that’s not what’s bugging me, I realize, as she sets down her pen with slim fingers.

      I love strong women, but I’m beginning to feel as if I’m on trial. I huff out a breath.

      "Give me your phone.” I grab it from her hand. There’s a little noise of protest low in her throat that distracts me for the briefest second—because that sound does not belong in a business meeting—but I refocus, pull up the page of the product I picked from a list when I got home drunk this morning, and hold it out.

      “Behold. The Red Rocket II.”

      “Holy…”

      We stare at the big, red phallus together.

      “Can we change the name?”

      “Why?”

      “Because sticking a rocket inside your body seems like the worst idea since the zeppelin.”

      I don’t try to hold in the chuckle at her dry muttering as I pass the phone back.

      She scrolls through the webpage and writes some shorthand notes in her notebook while I watch.

      Kendall Sullivan’s a puzzle. A hand of cards that doesn’t make sense but hints at greatness, if you can only coax it into the right form.

      She’s clearly smart. Younger than me, but older than she looks. A strange combination of awkward and pretty. The copper hair that I’m betting is natural slides over the shoulders of her tidy sweater. But her notebook is pure whimsy. Live your dreams? I didn’t know anyone over the age of twelve actually bought that shit.

      "You don't make notes on your phone," I observe.

      Kendall shakes her head, not lifting her gaze. "Writing things down activates critical pathways in the brain."

      "Know what else activates those pathways? Sex."

      Kendall's pen freezes on the page, and I swallow the grin.

      She’s had the upper hand since we slid into this limo.

      I’m taking it back.

      “What matters is the build-up. The tease. It’s not about giving someone pleasure. It's making them want it."

      Kendall’s gaze lifts, lingers on my mouth a beat as if my low tone is affecting her in a way that’s not completely professional.

      Good. I always sucked at completely professional.

      Still, when it comes, her answer is cool. “If you know so much about marketing, I’m surprised you need my help.”

      I fold my arms over my chest, my shirt stretching tight across my shoulders. "I can sell a good time. But fake cocks aren't my wheelhouse. You’re the sex toy expert." She clicks off her phone and slides it into her backpack. “I’m sorry, you prefer 'alternative penis connoisseur'?"

      A flush creeps up her pale cheeks, but her lips curve at the same time.

      And shit.

      The joke’s on me because her whole face opens up as if someone turned a light on inside her. I’m dumbstruck by the way her skin glows, her eyes dancing. I can’t tell if she’s laughing at me or at herself, which turns the whole experience from silver to gold.

      The tension in my gut doesn’t release as our laughter fades.

      “I shouldn’t tell you this, but it’s my first time." The words slip out. “Selling sex toys, I mean.”

      God, she’s awkward. I want to drag her into my arms and tickle her just to see what happens.

      I should be pulling out my phone and hitting Daisy’s number, asking what the hell she’s gotten me into with some novice. But I’m lost in a pair of rapidly darkening hazel eyes.

      I can’t be attracted to Kendall Sullivan. She’s the kind of woman I avoid, and it has nothing to do with her looks. It’s because she’s serious and smart and knows what she wants. And what she wants is someone like her.

      Still…A thousand replies to that, each more blatantly sexual than the last, parade through my head. But for some reason, I reject them all. “It’s my first time too.”

      I reach over her for a bottle of water in the car door, which brings us into contact. Her scent surprises me. It's fresh but with an edge underneath.

      "What's that perfume?" I ask because I can't help it.

      "It's not perfume. It's body wash. I order it online.” Her low admission makes me wonder if she feels guilty for ordering it.

      It's sexy, and I resist the urge to shake my head to get rid of her smell as the car pulls to a smooth halt.

      She repacks her bag, and when she looks up, she’s all business. "I need to do some research. Give me a few days to review the—ah, Rocket.”

      “Rocket II,” I correct solemnly. “With Roman numerals.”

      “Of course,” she replies, straight-faced as she holds up two fingers. “Send me sales info. Rolling twelve-month. Any seasonality."

      "I'll see what I can do." I hold out a hand, and with the slightest hesitation, she takes it.

      Hell, that little spot between her thumb and forefinger is smooth. I wonder if she’s that soft everywhere as tingling runs up my arm and has my abs clenching under my shirt. “I look forward to selling fake cocks with you, Kendall.”

      “Likewise, Mr. Hunter.”

      “Just Hunter,” I remind her.

      “Just Hunter.” Kendall says my name as if she's weighing it every time it crosses her full lips.

      I open the door and shift out.

      I should walk away. As a show of good faith and professionalism.

      But I can’t resist…

      "And Kendall?" I turn and lean my elbows against the window, bringing our faces a few inches apart.

      “Yes.”

      "Sorry you’re having trouble getting fucked.” Her mouth falls open, and I wonder how her dark lashes would feel against my abs. “A gentleman never leaves a woman hanging."

      That pretty shade creeps up her cheeks, and I enjoy the wave of satisfaction that washes over me before I turn my back on the car.

      "Are you calling yourself a gentleman, Mr. Hunter?" Her voice, full and confident, stops me in my tracks.

      Kendall’s not weighing my name anymore. She's done judging and has determined I’m evil.

      I shove on my sunglasses, deciding I like the way my name sounds on her lips. "Not in bed."
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      I've seen three of the man-made Wonders. Stonehenge. The Great Pyramid of Giza. The Coliseum.

      As far as I'm concerned, breweries should be the eighth.

      It’s not because my grandmother founded Hunter’s Cross brewery five decades ago, when she was widowed with three young kids. Or because I grew up around this business, playing between the machinery, coloring in labels, and asking a million questions of any staff who’d indulge me.

      It’s because the light shining off tanks of brewing beer is an exquisite thing. There's magic in creating, making something that never existed before. Though they're stainless steel, I see what's happening inside those tanks. The yeast undergoing its chemical processes.

      The clipboard hanging off the side of one tank says this one'll be ready in two days. It's one of our newest brews, and in addition to the yeast, there are a couple hundred pounds of blackberry in it. It'll go into oak casks we bought from a vineyard in California for a few weeks, then bottles.

      I make my way past the tanks and equipment to the offices in the back. A man with dark, curly hair straightens and shoots me a grin as I pass.

      "Tell me the new one's going to be good, Freddy."

      His lean form shrugs. He looks as if he doesn't eat, though he has enough culinary friends in Manhattan to land the chef's table at any Michelin-star restaurant.

      "The test was not good. I massaged the recipe, and it was—" Frederick does that weird French finger-kissing thing. I clap him on the shoulder and walk to the now-open office door at the end of the hall.

      "If I called him Freddy, he'd rip my arms off." Monty's low rumble greets me over the clinking of the canning machine running in the background.

      My best friend refuses to wear jeans. His lower threshold is chinos with a pressed shirt. Which, coupled with perpetually troubled blue eyes and wild hair and a beard that makes my scruff look tame, gives off the impression someone grabbed him from a cave somewhere deep in the mountains, drugged him, and shoved him into a Brooks Brothers collection before he could wake up.

      But don't let the look fool you. Monty has a brilliant brain and drive. He graduated first in his business class—something my grandmother took notice of since Monty spent all his school breaks around our house.

      Monty’s parents didn’t have the means mine did. They also didn’t have much interest in helping him with his education or anything else.

      Which was why mine did.

      I shut the door, sealing out the sounds of the brewery. "Strawberry made a killing last year. I figured we could do some limited releases of other infusions too. Blackberry's nearly ready."

      "And our gracious brewmaster went with your ideas." My friend reclines in the chair behind his desk.

      "Yup." I open the file drawer. Without looking, my hand finds the mini basketball and lobs it into the net on the back of the door. “The flavored beers are good. But we should do something bigger. Exotics. Fruits you can’t find anywhere else."

      "If no one else can source it, how do we? Besides, your small brew uses local producers, which customers like.”

      I retrieve the ball. "True. If we source globally, we need to tell a story around it.” I think of Kendall's scent from the car. “If it’s worth it, people will do anything to have it.”

      Our easy banter has evolved over the last half decade, and there’s a rhythm to it. Most of our best ideas for the company come this way, through kicking things back and forth.

      “There’s a problem. Someone's gotta execute. We’re at full capacity, and we don’t have the budget to hire more staff. Especially with the annual shareholder meeting less than a quarter away, the focus’ll be on tightening.”

      I setup for another shot. Swish. “That’s what Deacon’s for."

      A rumbling sound at my back has me turning. Monty’s hands form fists on the desk, his posture tense.

      “The man already does half your job. You want him to take something else on? You can talk to him.”

      “This is a great opportunity for the company,” I toss. “Deacon doesn’t like selling more beer?”

      "He doesn't like selling more beer and getting zero credit for it. And I don’t blame him. Having Deacon do the rest of the marketing director job while you focused on PR and advertising was supposed to be temporary. A transition after you came back from traveling."

      "So?"

      Monty stares me down. "So, it's been three years. You can't tell your family you're running marketing for the company while we pay someone else to do it. Head of marketing’s not only new recipes and social media. It’s building a budget. Working with staff. Distributors.”

      The reality is I’m not cut out for that. The shiny, glossy stuff I can handle. The HR and accounting and logistics… I’d be setting the company up to fail.

      “We’re protecting the board—which, let’s be real, is mainly my grandmother—from information that would displease her,” I tell him.

      His eyes are serious. "No one’s more committed to family than you. There aren’t a lot of guys our age who take their grandmother for brunch twice a month, who spend their downtime helping their mother make calls for her charity, but we’re running a business. It’s time to stop pretending and give Deacon the job and the credit. The board meeting’s coming up. It’d be the right opportunity to make it official.”

      “No,” I say, automatic. I’m not letting my grandmother think I can’t manage my director position.

      Monty sighs. “Back when we were in college, we talked about starting a company. Everyone in school wanted to make the hard calls. To have the responsibility. But you… it’s your family. Your fucking legacy."

      Monty’s words land like an arrow in my heart, and I rub my face to hide my reaction. I crack a smile that takes more effort than usual.

      “Nepotism’s for Roman emperors and modern assholes, Montgomery. Every successful modern company from Coca-Cola to Google is built on promoting people who do exceptional work. Responsibility should go to whoever’s earned it. You’re the one who makes sure the people out there get paid every month. I'm an ideas guy."

      I take one more shot, miss.

      “You always get like this before board meetings,” I say as I return the ball to its drawer. “I have just the cure. Don Giovanni’s at the Met.”

      He rubs a hand through his unruly hair even as his eyes brighten. It’s comical how much Monty loves the opera. He came with us one year and has been obsessed since. “I can’t take a night off.”

      “Even for the merry tragedy?”

      He groans. “No.”

      “That’s unfortunate. I bought you a box. Tickets are in your email.”

      Monty’s mouth twitches under his beard. “I hate you.”

      I clap him on the shoulder with a grin. “You’re welcome.”
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      Moving to New York brought a lot of surprises. Some, like the cost of living, were tough.

      Some were delightful. Like Central Park.

      The public space is big and diverse and lush, the spring weather drawing the cherry blossoms out of their sleep. At Conservatory Water, there's a swarm of kids on a sunny Saturday morning, several steering the little remote-controlled boats.

      “He’s definitely the best,” Rena comments.

      My gaze lands on the red head of hair in the throng of kids. My smile is involuntary, as if the boy I’m watching is as in charge of my motor control as he is of his toy sailboat.

      “It’s not a competition.”

      “Everything’s a competition,” she insists.

      We sip our coffees as we stroll down the path. Rena looks fashionable for Saturday morning in tailored pants and a sleeveless pink shell. I’ve opted for the mom’s-best-friend athleisure look in yoga pants and a T-shirt. I nearly shoved my hair under a ball cap but opted to straighten it instead and tuck sunglasses overtop.

      “If it was up to him, he’d never leave the kitchen.”

      “You’ll never have to worry about him being single.”

      “Don’t even joke about that. It feels like he was just a baby.”

      “You had Rory eight years ago. You were a baby.” She laughs, and I’m grateful she’s my friend. Sometimes I feel as though I’ve known her way more than a year, when she joined Closer after moving home to New York from Philadelphia.

      Not because we have lots in common. She grew up wealthy, went to a fancy college. But she had to deal with expectations from her parents, and I know too well what that’s like.

      “He must have been a handsome jerk,” she says. “Rory’s dad. You were married, right?” Rena’s direct, but she respects that we’ve never talked about this.

      I nod. “Blake and I both came from conservative families. When we found out I was pregnant, it seemed like the only option. Now, Rory’s my everything, and I don’t regret him for a second.”

      “But?”

      “But what Blake and I had was a mess.” My chest tightens. “After we separated when Rory was not even two, Blake took a job out of state and vanished from our lives. Four years ago, he came back for the summer and decided he wanted to be in Rory’s life. He was around every weekend. At first I thought it was a good thing. Then he started getting grandiose ideas. Blake works construction and has winters off, and he wanted to take Rory on the road for a month even though he had school. I told him no, and he disappeared again.”

      “Poor Rory.”

      “He was disappointed, but not as much as he could’ve been. I’m not sure he was old enough to fully understand what happened.”

      “How did you and Blake get together?”

      “I was a kid.” The coffee tastes deliciously bitter in my throat. “He was handsome and talented and said the things that make teenage girls bite their lips. But we never got on the same page the way you need to in order to adult. It makes it hard to think about dating again. I don’t want to make another mistake.”

      We go back to watching the kids. One of their boats gets stranded in the middle of the water, and someone in a rowboat has to help them get it back.

      “’Date’ doesn’t have to be a four-letter word,” Rena says when the debacle resolves.

      "Maybe not, but to find someone, you have to be on dating sites. Then squeeze in time to date. And tell them about your kid. And then there’re weirdos…” I shudder. “Maybe Wes’s DNA dating app is the way to go.”

      Rena met her scientist boyfriend when he came up with a way to match people genetically for compatibility. They’re adorable together because he tames her wild streak and she agitates his logic-driven one.

      “You need someone fun. A moment that’s not about Rory’s future or whatever mistake you think you made in the past.”

      “I appreciate the effort, but if I need to blow off steam, I can take a salsa class.”

      “I’m not talking about salsa!” she insists, her voice rising. “I’m talking about getting fucked. By a man who knows how.”

      A couple that could be my parents walks by close enough to hear her, and I wince.

      "Let's see," Rena goes on. "Which way would you rather get over your funk? Dancing in uncomfortable heels? Or hot sex with someone like… Logan Hunter?"

      I’ve had my “come to Jesus” moment. I’m not going looking for it at the end of some guy’s dick.

      Still, it’s as if, even though I know I’ve lived a full and beautiful life in my twenty-six years so far, maybe I’ve missed something. None of my limited sexual encounters would qualify as wild. It’s never bothered me, but lately there’s a restlessness I thought I’d buried. It’s as if the past few years of abstinence have woken some long-denied part of me, and now Bad Kendall’s scratching at the lid of her Pandora’s Box.

      Rena’s comment drags my brain toward thoughts of my newest client.

      Okay, so Hunter's gorgeous. Thick hair that stands straight up in that reckless "I wake up like this" way only a hundred-dollar barber can achieve. His broad chest stretching his shirt. The faded jeans that worship his legs as though they were made for it.

      But I will take that grudging admiration to my grave.

      “You’re calling yourself a gentleman?”

      “Not in bed.”

      His smug expression when he walked away from the car yesterday should’ve left me irritated. Instead, it left me imagining what a man like him would be like in bed.

      Wild.

      I think he’d be wild in bed.

      My thighs squeeze together.

      I’m saved responding when we're interrupted by a tall guy with dirty-blond hair wearing a button-down unbuttoned at the collar. "Who's Logan?"

      She smiles at him. "New client."

      "You're not having sex with him." The reply is smooth and automatic.

      "I meant Kendall, Dr. Strange. But it's cute that you think you can tell me what to do."

      Wes lets out an irritated noise low in his throat, then reaches for his girlfriend, threading his hands through her hair and pulling her up on her toes to kiss her.

      Hello, jealousy.

      Not because Rena and Wes are all lovey-dovey. Because they have this ease together. Like they're comfortable with themselves and each other.

      I'm still thinking about it when Rena steps back. "Logan is exactly what Kendall needs."

      Wes lifts a shoulder. "Better than goat yoga?"

      "Hunter”—referring to him by his first name when no one else seems to feels wrong—"is off the table,” I inform them both.

      "Too bad. I think he'd like you on top of the table." Rena wiggles her eyebrows.
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      “My turn,” Rory chimes in as we board the subway train. “Okay. Which of these things is not like the other…” he says in a singsong voice.

      The train is a mix of people in athletic apparel and nicer clothes, some families, lots of young singles. We take a seat across from a gray-haired woman with a cane as my son cranes his neck to take in every inch of the train car.

      “Her,” Rory decides after a minute, nodding to the woman. “She’s old, and everyone else on the train is young.”

      “Honey, we don’t point out people as strange. Things only.”

      “Why?”

      His sweet face implores me, and I think of the right way to explain. “Because people like to fit in and not be called out as different.”

      His fine red brows pull together over dark eyes, his pert nose wrinkling. “But the whole game is finding things that are different.”

      “Things. Not people. People have feelings. And sometimes if you say what you see in people and it’s not what they want you to see, it can hurt them.”

      He shakes his head. “Bloody hell.”

      I bite my cheek and pretend not to hear him. He’s a sensitive kid, and I pick my battles. Telling him not to swear can wait until the next time he says it.

      “That’s why I like food,” my kid declares. “It makes more sense than people.”

      I smile. “I know you like food. How did you like boating today?”

      “It was okay.” He toes the pole with his sneaker.

      “We could try something else next month. Maybe kites?”

      “Mom…” He sighs. “I know you have your adventures list. But I don’t think it’s for me.”

      I bite my lip. “It’s good to try new things and find what you like.”

      “I don’t need things to like. I know what I love.” He nods for emphasis. “And there’s no more room in my heart after you and pasta, Mom.”

      Oh, man. Kids say the craziest things, but this one has my chest aching.

      Since he learned to read, he’s been pulling down my cookbooks. His first visit to the Food Network online transformed interest into passion. When he discovered Gordon Ramsay, he’d arrived at Nirvana.

      “You know what, Rory? The thing about love is there’s always more of it. It doesn’t run out.” He looks skeptical, and I laugh.

      Two hours later, Rory and I are back at home, and I’m on the phone with my parents.

      "How are the boys?" I ask, meaning my brothers.

      "They're good. Robert's just left for his mission trip. William's working on an oil rig. I wish he would settle down already. I worry about him out there."

      My brothers are younger by two and six years. Robert has a wife and two kids. Will’s the baby of the family, still figuring out what he wants to do.

      "Has he brought any girls around?"

      "No. But I know he would tell us before he did."

      “Because they're the good kids,” is what she doesn't say. They do things the right way, in the right order.

      She continues to tell me about what's new at the church, then in the neighborhood. She rhymes off every family, most of which we've known since my brothers and I were small. That’s how it works, being a pastor’s kid. You know everyone and their business.

      On one hand, it’s beautiful, being so connected in the community. My father always said, “God never closes the door.” So, it seemed that we didn’t either. Members of the church would come all day and all night, seeking advice or company, and all day and all night, my father—and by extension, all of us—was there for them.

      My job wasn’t to counsel them. It was to make tea, or play with their kids, or sometimes just to smile.

      Implicitly, it was to set an example. Not so my parents could say, “You should be like Kendall,” because being better than other people wasn’t the point.

      It was about being good. Always, there’s some standard of goodness. Being polite. Well-dressed and neat. Even when you didn’t feel like it.

      Especially when you didn’t feel like it.

      But there were days I wished I could shut my door.

      "The house next door's up for sale."

      I snap back to attention. "The Mings are moving?"

      "Across town. But they've told your father they'll continue coming to church. Their daughter, Leah, has been doing so well in school."

      I watch my son preparing vegetables in the kitchen, one of his favorite tasks. "Rory's doing well too. His reading is very advanced."

      "And math?"

      Rory measures out a cup of fresh-grated parmesan cheese from the market. "Fractions are excellent."

      Rory visits them for a weekend every three months or so. I take the train there and back with him. But in the six years since we've been here, they’ve never come to the city.

      Even though my brother moved across state lines to be with his family, they visit at least once a month.

      "When was the last time you heard from Blake?"

      My thoughts come to a screeching halt. The B-word has my hand gripping the phone. "Months ago."

      This year he didn’t even send Rory a Christmas gift. Maybe he felt guilty about being behind on the child support he owes according to the divorce settlement we reached two years after Rory and I moved to the city.

      "It helps to have a masculine influence in Rory's life. It’s natural, Kendall."

      I bite my cheek. Probably to avoid saying something like, “Rory’s father isn’t a man. He’s an overgrown child with no sense or responsibility or integrity.”

      That’d end a conversation fast.

      The one time I mentioned Blake was behind in his child support, she only said, “I’m sure he’ll catch up soon. Besides, isn’t money the reason you moved to the city?”

      Which isn’t true. Not at all.

      But the reality is she still thinks the sun rises and sets out of Blake’s ass. Both my parents do.

      "Kendall, someone's at the door. You know how Saturdays are. I need to run. We love you."
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