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Renée shifted on her barstool, doublechecking the neckline of her dress to make sure everything was where it belonged. She gave it a little tug upward and went back to tearing a line of fringe along the edge of her cocktail napkin. She could fiddle with her phone, pretend like she was receiving urgent texts from a friend who was running late but decided against it. There was no law against a girl—woman—going into a bar alone. It didn’t mean she was desperate or lonely; it meant she wanted a drink. 

The Tenderloin, as the name suggested, was a steakhouse and bar situated on the ground floor of the Bayard Hotel in downtown Philly. With dim lighting, lots of black leather, and a guy playing jazzy tunes on a baby grand in the corner, it was a place Renée’s dad would describe as swanky. Tonight, a Friday, it was full of stylish city types meeting up for drinks or waiting for a table. 

She centered her glass on the cocktail napkin covering the letter T emblazoned inside a wreath. Printed below was a pithy cigarette pack style warning:  Continued consumption of wine may lead to sophistication, youthful ambiance and possibly severe happiness. She stifled a snort. Sophistication was doubtful. Severe happiness? That sounded almost painful. She could maybe go for youthful ambiance. At twenty-eight she wasn’t yet in crone territory. 

“Is this seat taken?”

No, I’m pathetically sitting here by myself on a Friday night! “Uh, no. It’s all yours.” She slid her clutch closer to make room at the bar.

Taking a sip of her Manhattan, she studied the new arrival surreptitiously over the Maraschino cherry and orange peel skewered on a mini-sword in her glass. He was nice looking—hot, if she was the type to use that word. His dark, almost black hair was cut well but long enough not to look fussy and faint late day stubble drew attention to the strong lines of his jaw. Renée drew in a deep, hopefully discreet breath through her nose, pleased when she detected only the whiskey fumes from her glass. Nothing worse than a guy reeking of cigarettes and Brut. 

“Come here often?” 

Had she really said that? What an idiot! Why not just plaster a sign on her forehead? I don’t get out much. She laughed, louder than warranted, and then wished the floor would open up and swallow her down before more stupid words spilled out of her mouth. Obviously, she wasn’t accustomed to sitting in a swanky bar or to drinking a Manhattan which she was finding to be much stronger than her usual light beer. This turning over a new leaf business was harder than it had originally sounded when she’d made it one of her New Year’s resolutions. She cleared her throat. “Sorry. I’ve always wanted to say that.”

“It was pretty epic.” One side of his mouth turned up, creating an almost dimple and officially shifting her into the category of people who use the word hot even if only in her head. “And the answer is no, just visiting. You?”

“No!” She just managed not to yell duh. “I mean, uh, same.” The idea of her hanging out at a bar like this on a regular basis was funny, hilarious even. Might as well accuse her of sophistication and severe happiness. Not that this guy knew her from Adam, or Eve. 

Did she look like the kind of person who hung out alone in bars? She flicked a glance down her front. Her dress was red and slinky and low-cut. She’d bought it last year as a Valentine’s surprise for Mason, and he’d been surprised all right. He’d refused to leave for the party until she changed into something more appropriate. She tugged down on the hem that had ridden up to reveal about ninety percent of her leg. What she looked like was— “A hooker!” 

“Pardon?”

Apparently, she’d said that out loud. She darted a gaze around the room to ensure no one else had heard her before leaning close to her new friend. And was immediately distracted by his scent. Not that she sniffed his shoulder like a dog exactly, but she did breathe in a whiff of soap, and fresh air, and...man. He raised his brow, observing her from the corner of his eye, and she cleared her throat. “I was just wondering... Did you think...” She inched her mouth closer to his ear. “Do I look like a prostitute?” 

He leaned back and studied her from the top of her long carefully ribbon-curled blonde hair down to her four-inch black heels and then slowly back up to her face. She’d been hoping for an immediate and horrified of course not, but at least he was taking her question seriously.

“There’s no good way to answer that.”

“Oh, my God.” She took a gulp of her drink. Naturally, her idea of turning over a new leaf was everyone else’s idea of turning tricks. 

“Not what I meant.” Chuckling, he put his hand on her arm, and she couldn’t help but notice it was sans wedding ring. He squeezed gently, trying to reassure her probably. Doubtful he thought it would send tickling shivers up and down her spine, and other places. She stared at it like it was a warm brownie with melted chocolate drizzling out the sides, and then when she noticed him smirking, tried to pretend she wasn’t. Maybe he did know his effect; he must get this reaction all the time. “You look great,” he said, removing his hand. “I just didn’t want to condemn an entire profession. You know, some sex workers probably dress very tastefully.”

“Good point.” She swirled the ice in her glass. “It’s just not quite the look I was going for.”

“You look really nice. I should’ve stuck with that.”

“Thank you. I wasn’t fishing for compliments.” Liar! “But, anyway, thanks.”

“You’re welcome.” The bartender brought him a drink and he clinked it to hers. “Cheers. So, you don’t come here often. Are you from the area?”

“No, not really. I’m here for a conference.” She pulled the cherry off the pick and popped it into her mouth. “My— Someone I know called this my hooker dress.”

“Not a particularly thoughtful person, I’m guessing.”

“Exactly. Thoughtful is not the word for...that person.”

“FYI, if I came to pick you up for a date and you were wearing that dress, I’d say you looked beautiful.”

“Wow, thanks. Again.” She sipped her drink, letting her gaze travel over his dress shirt, top two buttons undone. She’d already noticed the tie shoved in the pocket of his jacket he had draped across the back of his seat. His sleeves were rolled up, revealing the ropy muscles of his forearms, and he wore a simple watch, no rings. “You too. I mean, that’s what I’d say if I came to pick you up. You know, pick you up for a date, or you were picking me up. For a date. Not like a pick-up.” She shook her head. “Never mind. That was supposed to be a compliment, not sexual harassment.”

“No worries. I didn’t take it that way. And thank you.” He smiled, and it was such a nice smile, full of humor and enjoyment, no leering or double meaning lurking beneath the surface. “So, here you are—for the first time—looking beautiful in your dress. Special occasion? Thumbing your nose at Mr. Unthoughtful?”

“Hmm, very insightful.” She tilted her head, studying her glass and then his face. “I’m quietly celebrating a new year by trying new things, stepping out of my comfort zone. I walked into a fancy bar and I’m drinking a cocktail like a real person, like in a movie or something.”

“Ah, those are the real people? The ones in the movies?”

She chuckled. “No, obviously. But I feel like it’s something James Bond would do. You know, someone sophisticated and cool.” She frowned, chewing on her lip as she traced the contours of her tumbler. “If we’re being completely honest though, I think you’re right. I’m symbolically showing Mr. Unthoughtful, and myself, that I can do what I want simply because I feel like doing it, including dressing up to have a drink in a bar. It doesn’t have to mean anything, and I don’t need to wonder what people will say or think. Unless they think I’m a sex worker. No offense to the profession.” They both laughed, and she enjoyed the effervescent buzz of alcohol combined with the attention of a handsome man. Glancing up at him, she widened her eyes feigning amazement. “Way to pull out my deepest inner thoughts.”

He smiled, that dimple making another welcome appearance. “Yeah, I’m like Dumbledore with that thought-divining wand. What else you got in there?” 

“You did not just reference Harry Potter to me. What next? Is there an adorable puppy hiding in your pants?” 

What the hell was wrong with her? She’d been all set to say jacket, or even pocket. Is that a puppy in your pants? Can I pet it? Jesus, Lord in Heaven, she needed a keeper. She cleared her throat. “Uh, anyway, nothing else. My mind is obviously vacant.”

“That, I do not believe,” he said, laughing. “Can I get you another drink?” 

“No, thanks.” She shook her head. “Apparently one of these goes a long way and I’m going to need all my faculties if you’re going to wave your wand around like that.” 

Wave your wand around? WTF! She shifted her gaze to his hoping maybe he hadn’t caught the horrible wrongness of her comment. No luck. Chin cupped in his hand, one long index finger covering his mouth, he was trying hard not to laugh. 

“I meant the magic wand. You know, Dumbledore’s wand in the Pensieve—that bowl of thoughts. I didn’t mean—” He lost his battle with laughter, and she gave up and joined him. “What I meant was, you have a knack for getting me to say things I didn’t realize I was thinking.”

“I know what you meant.” He squeezed her hand.    

“Okay. Sorry, again. I didn’t mean to make you feel uncomfortable.”

“I’m definitely not uncomfortable.”

“That’s good then.” She turned her palm up and squeezed his hand back, oddly as if it was the most natural thing in the world. “I’m not either. In fact, I feel really comfortable which is weird because that’s not exactly my go-to.”

“I would never have guessed. You seem very easy.” They both laughed again. Like they’d known each other forever and shared an inside joke. “You know I don’t mean it that way.”

Renée dabbed under her eye with her mangled napkin. “I do, but to be completely honest, tonight I am.” She laughed again when she saw his face. Like he couldn’t figure out if he’d heard her right. She almost wondered if she’d heard her right. But she’d said it, she’d meant it, and she’d stand behind it. Tonight was for trying new things.

“You, uh...”

Rotating her stool to face his, she took a breath for courage and looked him directly in the eye. “Here’s the thing, Dumbledore. This is...out of the ordinary for me. I don’t go to bars by myself. I don’t wear a dress like this, and I don’t drink Manhattans or talk to good looking strangers. But I just realized something, because for some reason I’m being completely honest with you, and myself.” She leaned close. “I think tonight I wanted someone to pick me up. I put this dress on and walked into this bar alone, because I wanted someone to look at me and tell me I’m beautiful and sexy. To say, Hey, we’ve got some crazy chemistry going, let’s get naked and touch each other all over. All night. That’s what was going on in the dark recesses of my mind.” She sat back, studying his face. “If I’m being completely honest.”

He slid his hands to her knees, shifting so his legs surrounded hers. There was a light in his dark eyes, a spark of wolf behind the attentive interest he’d shown from the moment he’d first sat down. “And what’s going on in there right now, in the dark recesses?” His thumbs traced slow circles above her knees, strong fingers curling around the back.

“Uh, pretty much the same thing.”

“Hey,” he said, leaning in until his breath caressed her ear. “We’ve got some crazy chemistry going. Let’s get naked and touch each other all over. All night. I’m staying here. Will you come up to my room with me?” He sat back, his eyes never leaving hers.

“Yes. Yes, I believe I will.” She pulled her phone from her clutch, flicking it to camera. “Do you mind? So my friend can hunt you down if you murder me.” And so I can look at it later in case I think I dreamed the whole thing up. “You should do the same.”

He grinned. “Good thinking. You do look pretty dangerous. Hold on.” He signaled the bartender and they stood. Sliding his arm around her, he asked the humorless server if he’d do the honors with both cameras. Duty completed, the guy exchanged the phones for their empty glasses and retreated to his sink.

Renée took a quick peek at the picture before tucking the phone away. Gah! Hot Dumbledore was photogenic AF. They looked like they were on their effing honeymoon. If she could guarantee no one would ever visit her apartment, she’d have it enlarged and framed and hang it on the wall over the dining room table. 

He draped his jacket over his arm. “Did you already send it? After you,” he added, gesturing her forward. 

“Oh, uh, yeah.” No! Taking the picture was the murder deterrent. No way was she sending it to any one of her blabbermouth friends. This was one new leaf she’d turn over on the DL.

She led the way through the bar, pretending she wasn’t hyper aware of his hand settled low on her hip. Extra sway? No sway? She tried for something in between, something sophisticated, hopefully at least bordering on normal. They reached the elevator, and he pushed the button as a few other guests joined them.

“Jesus,” he murmured into her ear. “This dress. I hadn’t taken in all the assets when we were in the bar.” His thumb was doing that thing it did, this time at her hip.

“Do you like it?” She smiled, her teeth and gums probably scaring the lady facing her across the little half circle they’d formed. Hopefully her eyes weren’t crossed because that thumb action was fifty kinds of distracting. She could only imagine what it might get up to without an audience. The doors opened and she made a conscious effort to swallow. Drooling was understandable but ill-advised. 

“The bottom line is yes.” With a gentle squeeze to her assets, he guided her to a back corner of the car. “Ten,” he said to the man pressing the buttons. As if to make more room for the others, he pulled her flush against his front and something growing to impressive proportions. 

Renée arched her back, indulging herself in a tentative wiggle. “Sure feels like it.” 

Apparently she’d said that out loud too because he huffed out a chuckle as he kissed her shoulder. No one else seemed to notice—either that or they were polite enough to ignore her. Fortunate because his voice rumbling in his chest and the press of his lips against her skin was sending a tidal wave of goose flesh across her skin. Her nipples had tightened to a near painful intensity and there was an ache thrumming through her blood, setting the muscles of everything south of her neck to clenching. It took every ounce of her willpower not to reach around for his belt buckle. 

The elevator stopped at the third floor and one couple stepped off. On floor four, an older guy left, and finally on five, the rest of the crowd disembarked in a cloud of perfume and soft chatter. Thank God! Renée trembled, her breath shallow, almost panting. The doors closed, and Hot Dumbledore’s hand traveled up to cup a breast as the other slipped under the hem of her dress to find the tiny triangular excuse for underwear she’d splurged on. One adventurous finger had just managed to breach the north perimeter of silk when the car eased to a stop and the doors slid apart. 

The hall was blessedly empty. 

“Finally.” He grabbed her hand and strode down the hallway. “Sorry,” he said when he noticed her trotting to keep up. He pulled her close, nuzzling her hair. “God, you make me crazy.” Cradling her face, he kissed her, devouring her until her knees were jelly and she clung to his shoulders for support. Shifting his hands to her ass, he bent forward and pulled her up with a little bounce, as if she weighed no more than a bag of groceries. Or condoms. Speaking of which, hopefully he had some. Definitely more than one. Of their own accord, her legs wrapped around his hips as he marched down the hall, his lips never leaving hers. 

“You still with me?” he asked when they reached his door. He set her down—a long leisurely journey across the hard and rippled topography of his front. She nodded, all she could manage as he pulled the keycard from his pocket. He tipped her chin up, dropping his to look her in the eye. He was a big guy, and she felt like a shrimp. Scratch that. In truth, she felt thoroughly kissed, and beautiful, and feminine next to his big hard body. Her hands remained on his biceps, fascinated by the shifting undulations going on under his shirt.

“Um, yeah, I’m with you.”

“You can change your mind.” He brushed a thumb across her bottom lip. “It’ll kill me, but—”

“No, I want this,” said some sexy stranger’s voice that had taken up residence in her throat. 

“Thank God.” He closed his eyes like he was really praying, and she took the opportunity to stare at his insanely thick lashes. Of course, he caught her at it. She jerked her gaze away and he laughed. “Hey, I don’t know your name. I’m—”

“Dumbledore.” She blurted out the name before he could finish. She knew better than to think this, whatever was going on between them, was going to go anywhere and she didn’t want reality to rear its ugly head. This way, there’d be no temptation to look him up, no phone number that might or might not be real, no awkward dance of keeping in touch when they had nothing in common except what was about to happen. She just wanted this night. “Dumbledore, the man with the magic wand. That’s enough.”  

“An old scraggly guy?” He slid the keycard in and pushed the door open for her. “Don’t I at least merit Harry, or Snape?”

“Sorry,” she said, stepping into the room. “It’s a fait accompli.” 

His room looked basically the same as hers, with the usual amenities and accented with black leather like the bar. She set her clutch on the dresser. Nondescript music came from the TV and the lights of Center City shone through the window where only the sheer was drawn. For all it mattered. As soon as he put his hands on her she might just as well be in Motel Sixty-Nine. For her, there was only this man.

Backing her up against the wall, he cradled her neck with one hand, the other traveling back to her ass. “Are you speaking French to me? Because I fucking love that.”

She chuckled. “I don’t think two words qualifies as speaking French.” 

“Oh, it does.” He pressed her hips to his impressive erection, flexing the length against her. “It totally does.”

“Frottage,” she murmured, wondering where the hell her brain-to-mouth filter had disappeared to. “That’s, um, what you’re doing.”

“This?” He did it again, his lips moving to her shoulder and nudging her dress out of his way.

“Yeah. Frottage is when someone does that in a crowd. On a subway, or elevator, or something. I, um”—she tilted her head back, a soft whimper escaping her lips as light stubble abraded the sensitive skin on her neck—“I read about it in a magazine.”

He moved back to look into her eyes. “That’s so creepy.”

She laughed, loving the way his lips quirked up on one side. “Not when you do it.”

“Not when the gnarly old wizard guy does it? Good to know.” He lowered his lips to hers, a slow questing journey of temptation as his hands went back to her ass, as if they couldn’t help it. As if he couldn’t get enough. He was hard and big, moving against her in a slow, sensuous glide. And she was lost—a mass of achy need, sucking his tongue into her mouth and flexing her hips into his, greedy for everything he could give her. 

A part of her looked on in amazement. Who was this girl? Sex, especially with someone new, was usually equal parts pleasant and awkward. Neither of those words fit this torrent of sensation. This was set-the-place-on-fire hot, and urgent, and... She was literally dripping wet, could feel liquid between her thighs.

“This has gotta go,” he said, moving her hair forward and her zipper down, nipping an earlobe as he did.

She couldn’t agree more. Be gone! He steadied her and she stepped out of her dress, leaving her new red plunge bra, matching thong, and heels. Considering which, she probably should have realized her motivation for tonight’s walk on the wild side a lot earlier than she had. 

“Jesus.” Toeing off his shoes, he led her to the bench at the foot of the bed where he sat, pulling her to stand between his legs. He settled his hands on her hips, his gaze traveling from her shoes up to her face before returning to what was right in front of him. One thing was for sure, the man didn’t do anything half-assed. When he looked, he really looked, like he was studying for a test and had to memorize every detail. 

“This is really nice. Beautiful.” His thumbs slid under the sides of her thong, circling closer to where she wanted him, her muscles tensing in anticipation. “You work out,” he said, leaning in to kiss a spot just below her navel. So close. He moved his chin across her skin just above the line of her thong, the stubble giving a gentle scrape so sweet she gripped his shoulders for support.

“Yeah, I ride horses and, um, run...” Her voice faded away along with any thought that didn’t involve his fingers.

“Horses, huh?” He smiled against her belly before pulling her forward. “Mount up then. Straddle me.”

She did, settling her knees on the cool leather on either side of his hips and sinking onto his lap. Hell, he could have told her to stand on her head and she would have at least tried. It was like she had no will of her own except to get close to him, a bone-deep understanding that pleasing him was to please herself.

He watched his fingers trace the muscles of her thighs, so close, just inches from where she needed him. “You’re beautiful.” When he squeezed the globes of her butt, she arched forward with a groan and he chuckled, reaching up to unfasten her bra and sliding off the straps. He set it next to him on the bench, never taking his gaze off her, as if he’d just unwrapped his favorite Christmas present. “Jesus.” He brought his hands up, kneading and weighing before flicking those magic thumbs across her nipples. “Put your hands behind your back.”

She wanted to cry. She wanted to grab his head and jam it into her chest, to rub herself against what was still hidden behind his zipper. He shifted his legs farther apart, spreading hers and in the process foiling her plan. 

She slid her hands across his shoulders and down his biceps before clasping them behind her back. “This seems kind of unfair.” She hardly recognized her voice. It was breathy and strained, peppered with little mewls of frustration.

He raised his gaze to hers, his thumbs continuing their maddening work. “Does it?”

How did he do that? How did he sound so cool and collected when she sounded almost frantic? His erection, jutting behind his zipper, was all on team Renée, but the wizard apparently wielded a powerful will.

“I can’t touch you? And you still have all your clothes on. I’m practically naked.”

“So you are.” He grinned and nuzzled into her breast, flicking his tongue across the nipple before sucking it in deep. She wriggled against him, tortured. If he hadn’t packed another pair of pants for tomorrow, she’d get her revenge though because she’d bet money she was dripping all over these. He pulled back, looking into her eyes while his thumbs slid under the front of her panties, grazing her folds, pulling them apart and almost venturing between. “Can I be completely honest?”

“What?” She was seeing double, and he wanted to have a chat?

“If I’m being completely honest...” His thumb skated over her clit before returning to her hip. 

She might have screamed. 

One touch. One teeny little touch from him, and she was going to come. She was going to go up in flames and there’d be nothing left of her but a pile of ashes. 

Except for a twitch of his lips, he ignored her, instead studying his hands, now heading north. 

“I like this,” he said. “I like you practically naked while I’m dressed. I like my hands on your soft skin. I can almost span your waist, and I like that too.” He teased the undersides of her breasts with those effing thumbs. “There’s a power dynamic, and I like it. I get that it’s not...PC, and I’d never make you do anything you don’t want to.” He flicked her tight nipples again before raising his gaze to hers. “But right now, I’ve got the power. And I like it.” 

He was quiet, the sound of the music in the background, and, closer, her labored breath. What he’d said seemed so wrong. Or it should have. Instead it felt sexy as hell. It felt right. 

“I can rein it in if you want me to.” He rubbed his chin against her breasts, waiting.

“No.” Let those fucking horses run. She strained forward for more. “I like it.”

He studied her eyes for another hour—okay, a second—and sat back. “Stand up. Go put your hands on the back of the couch. I’m going to fuck you from behind, and I want you to watch in the window’s reflection. If anyone can see in, they’re going to get a show.”

Good God in heaven, she almost swallowed her tongue. He steadied her as she stood, which was a good thing because she was like a newborn foal, wobbly and weak. But she did as she was told. And with each step, the thong shifted against her swollen folds, the insides of her thighs slick with arousal. If the room were bigger, the walk a little longer, she’d come from just that. 

He unfastened his belt and removed a condom from his wallet, and she was like a cat watching the can opener. 

“Hands here.” He pointed to the arm of the loveseat, standing so close she could feel the heat radiating off his body. “Bend your elbows.” He traced his fingers down her spine, moving behind her when he reached her thong. “That’s it. Arch your back, ass up, so I can see your pussy.” Sliding his fingers underneath, he followed the line of material down, pressing a knuckle along the crevice of her cheeks, and nudging his way between her folds. With his other hand, he kneaded the flesh of her butt. “Mm, mm, mm. I’m apologizing right now, because this first time is going to be quick. The thought of looking down at this while I’m balls deep...” She clenched against his knuckle, and he groaned. “I’ll make it up to you. You said all night, and I’m holding you to it.”

He slid the thong halfway down her thighs, and she saw stars. She was going to drop to the ground dead. Someone would call the police, who would draw a chalk mark around her body and then tell her parents she died of delayed gratification.

“Look how wet you are. I don’t think this”—he ran his fingers between her thighs and tugged on her thong—“will ever be the same.” 

She had no answer for that. She was beyond words, and he was to blame. Whimpering pleas of urgency was the best she could manage.

The slide of his zipper and the tear of foil drew her attention. All of it. She pressed her legs together, arching her back until her nipples grazed the cool leather of the couch, aggravating her pathetic condition. When he leaned over her and pressed his lips to her shoulder blade, his unbuttoned shirt brushed against her sides. But he was stingy, keeping his chest and the warm skin she craved just out of reach. “Watch,” he said, gathering her hair in his fist and gently turning her head toward the window.

Gulp! The man walked around with a baseball bat in his pants. Even in the hazy reflection, she could tell the difference between big and...bigger. And watch she did. She watched as he positioned himself at her entrance, wetting the blunt head of his dick before pressing forward, a hand on her hip to steady her. She watched as he flexed his hips forward then eased back, nudging farther each time. And she watched as he pulled almost all the way out before fucking her deep over and over, peppering the movements with dirty words of praise and soft curses. She watched until the sight of him filling her, the tight grip on her hip and in her hair, and the bump of his balls on her clit sent her over the edge, tremor after tremor radiating outward from deep inside. 

His orgasm followed on the heels of hers. She felt the powerful contractions deep inside her as his hips continued to strain against her. When finally he settled over her back, he held her close, his breath deep and ragged and mingled with groans of satisfaction.

They were quiet, stunned maybe, like two people who had just survived the apocalypse, grateful and amazed that the world around them still existed. 

He stood, pulling her up in front of him, still holding her close. “You’re amazing,” he said, kissing her neck.

“I...” Really am. She struggled for words, but they didn’t exist. How could she possibly find words for how he made her feel? That his touch, his words... She felt sexy, and powerful, and daring. It was like he’d unleashed a magic inside her she’d never dreamed was hiding there. He was the amazing one. “I could say the same about you.”

“Tell me your name.”

Tell me your name, your birthday, your favorite color, and your ring size. Which was exactly why she wouldn’t. “Pick one.” 

He chuckled, skimming a hand down her side to her butt. “What is it?”

“I don’t want to say.” 

“Why not?” He stepped away, removing the condom and tossing it in the wastebasket.

Was he angry? Hurt? The loss of his warmth against her back made her feel exposed, like a part of her had been ripped off. Pulling up the drenched scrap of fabric that was her underwear, she wished for a concealing blanket or robe, even a towel. Instead, she crossed her arms over her chest. “It’s just the two of us. If you say something, I’ll assume you’re talking to me.”

He shook his head, stepping closer and pulling her into his chest—his bare, beautifully sculpted chest. When he remained quiet, just staring into her eyes like he was trying to decide whether or not to push it, she sighed. “Here’s the thing. You’re not from around here. I’m not from around here. The chance we’ll ever meet again is slim. Same with the chance that something long-distance would work because I’m not... I don’t do stuff like this. If we did keep in touch, it would be weird.” You’d be disappointed. “It’s better this way.”

“Whoa, that’s quite a leap. I just figured it’s customary for people who are exchanging bodily fluids to know each other’s names.”

Which was exactly why they shouldn’t. He saw this as an exchange of bodily fluids while she had felt the whole earth shift. If she knew his name, she’d be ordering monogrammed towels or at least fantasizing about it. And she was not doing that again. 

She raised an eyebrow, channeling her best femme fatale. “So, are we having a fight? Because you promised me all night, and this is cutting into my time.” Sliding her arms around his neck, she nipped a hard pec before soothing it with a kiss. “This is nice. You tell me what to do, I do it, and then we both come like trains. Let’s not fuck it up.”

He snorted and kissed the top of her head. “If that’s what you want. But please give me something better than Dumbledore.”

“Hmm, how about Big D?”

He laughed. “Now that I can live with.” He swatted her butt. “Get in the shower, Frenchy, I’m in the mood for some soapy fromage.” 

“You realize that means cheese, right?”

“You said—”

“Frottage.” She turned for the bathroom, shaking her head.

He followed her, laughing. “I’ll never look at Brie the same way again.” 
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Chapter Two


[image: ]




Renee pressed her ID badge to the card reader and breezed through the doors of Pleasant Hill Elementary. There was something about the lobby of an elementary school that filled you with excitement for the day. Student artwork in bright colors and assorted mediums adorned the walls, child-sized furniture formed a cozy reading nook of one corner, and Pinto, the PHES mascot was emblazoned in tile on the floor. What child wouldn’t be excited to come here?  

She nodded to the principal, standing at his usual post, ready to greet kids and parents and maybe deal with a few morning disasters. “G’morning, Mr. Schaeffer.” 

Schaeffer was an okay guy, a little fussy and a bit of a micromanager but he was a good advocate for kids, all kids, and that was what mattered. “Ms. Slover, welcome back.” He studied her through squinted eyes, head canted to the side. “I hope your conference was constructive.”

Geesh, she’d missed two days for a conference on childhood language disorders, and he was eyeing her like she’d absconded to Vegas with embezzled funds. The fact that she was grinning like some kind of demented gameshow host might have something to do with that, especially on a Monday morning. She made a concerted but futile effort to look studious. “Oh, uh, yes it was very good. Learned a lot.” 

Luckily the walkie-talkie attached to his belt crackled out a staticky message, drawing his attention and providing her with a quick getaway. Any questions regarding the conference would have resulted in her mumbling nonsense because at the moment she couldn’t recall even one little nugget of information gleaned from it. Her head was too full of other things. Things she’d learned after the close of the last session and that had no place rearing their naughty little heads in an elementary school. 

She turned down the third-grade hallway, heading for her office deep in the bowels of the school. Schools were notorious for housing the speech/language pathologist in the worst room in the building, and Pleasant Hill Elementary was no exception. But at least she had a room. A few of the other speechies in the district were providing therapy in hallways, auxiliary trailers, and even a stairwell.  

She unlocked the door to a miniscule room situated between the blazing heat of the computer server room and the pungent fumes of the janitorial closet. After setting her bag and coat on the child-sized table, she plugged in her twinkle lights and the pony-sized air purifier in the corner. Both were essential for a ten-by-ten space with no windows and measurable levels of mold. She knew that because she’d tested it with a handy gadget she found at the hardware store. Plopping into her chair, she blew out a breath and fired up the computer, smirking when certain tender body parts reminded her of Friday night, all night. And Saturday morning. Whew! As if she needed a reminder. The whole weekend ran on repeat through her mind like an X-rated movie highlights reel.

The phone rang as she was opening her email. 

“Hi, Ms. Slover. It’s Diane in the office. Can you help with bus duty this morning? Mr. Keene’s out today.”

“Sure. I’ll be down in a minute.” 

“How was your conference?”

“Really good. Great, uh, presenter.” Maybe she should have taken a personal day today. She couldn’t seem to get her mind out of the gutter—or the shower, or the bed or...

“Well, you didn’t miss anything. Thursday night was a full moon, and as usual this place was a complete zoo. Kids and animals, they always know.”

“On the bright side, things will probably be better this week. huh?”

“Low bar, dear, very low bar.”

Renée hung up to the sound of Diane cackling and grabbed her coat and keys. Bus duty meant email would have to wait and there’d be no prep time for her first group of kids. It wasn’t the best way to start off the week, especially after being out a couple days, but wasn’t she turning over a new leaf? Yep, new Renée was spontaneous, go with the flow. Doubtful anything required immediate attention anyway. She ran a finger down her Monday schedule. Shit. Kindergartners first thing. Even two felt like herding squirrels. Sliding her arm into a coat sleeve, she locked her door and set off for the buses. 

Glass half full, they were cute squirrels. 

***** 
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Three hours later, Renée was shoving Chutes and Ladders back into her activity closet when the phone rang. Thank heaven for Jimmy Swanson’s dentist appointment! It was almost eleven o’clock and his absence gave her a chance to at least try to get organized. She recognized the school psychologist’s extension and tucked the receiver between her shoulder and ear.

“Hey, Melly. Please tell me you’re calling because you made a Dunky’s run. Coffee. Me. Need.” Bumping the closet door shut with her hip, Renée pulled out construction paper and markers from a tray on top of her file cabinet. Not quite halfway through and already Monday had lasted two weeks. 

“Uh, good morning, Miss Slover. Yes, Dante’s parents have arrived, and we’re ready to begin the meeting.”

“The meeting?”

Melly cleared her throat, then lowered her voice, obviously covering the phone. “I emailed you,” she hissed. “It got moved up because Mr. Fiori is back in the picture.” 

“Mr. Fiori?”

“Yes, Dante’s dad, Shauna’s ex. The baby daddy.”

“Shit. I’ll be down in a second. You know I haven’t completed the evaluation yet.”

“No problem, Miss Slover,” Melly said in the chirpy professional voice she saved for parents and administrators. “We’ll see you in a minute.” 

Renée hung up and looked at the war zone that was her room. Go with the flow. Go with the flow. She repeated the words like a mantra. Say it, live it. There must be a poster with that on it. She’d look for one online this weekend. 

She yanked open the cabinet door, dislodging a box of picture symbols that landed corner first on her foot before breaking open and scattering across the floor. “Eff, eff, eff.” Yes, they had been painstakingly organized by subject, verb, and object, but they would have to wait with the hodgepodge of game tokens, glue sticks, and marker lids already littering the greyish-green, always slightly damp carpet. Shaking her head, she returned to her mission, positioning the door so she could see in the mirror affixed to the back. 

Dear Lord of the fucking Flies! She looked like hell, like she’d been through a war, or dealing with young children, which was pretty much the same thing. After freezing outside for an hour of bus duty, she’d marched approximately forty miles back and forth between the kindergarten hallway, the boys’ bathroom, and her stiflingly hot office where she’d blown noses, lain on the floor coloring, ignored bad behavior and showered attention on good, and explained, repeatedly, why everyone gets a turn and that you don’t win every time. 

And it showed.

Her hair, which at seven AM had been neatly brushed and forming perfect ribbon curls around her shoulders, was now crammed onto the top of her head courtesy of three binder clips. Sweat dotted her upper lip and temples, and her eye pencil, minimal though it was, had smudged á la lemur. 

She prided herself on being prepared and organized. Yes, she was trying to be more spontaneous, but this was too much. Typically on days with a meeting scheduled, she would have already assembled her plan book, the student file, and a tablet of paper with two working pens, in a stack and ready to go. She liked to arrive precisely fifteen minutes early, staking out a chair between Melly, who led the meetings, and the parents so she could point out progress or test results as she shared them. And she always dressed in something that was both practical and professional. Parents needed to feel confident in her skills, see her as the expert she was, not... Jeesh, she looked like she’d been scrubbing the bathroom floor, which, to be honest, at one point she had been. Apparently potty training wasn’t high on every parent’s list of priorities. 

Blotting her face with a tissue, she scribbled some concealer around her eyes, applied a quick swipe of gloss to her chapped lips, and picked the clips from the disaster on her head. Thank God there was an elastic band wrapped around the handle of her brush. She brushed her hair into a severe high pony and grabbed the cardigan she kept in her closet for warm weather when the district cranked the air conditioning up to near Arctic temperatures. 

Settling her hastily assembled paperwork on her arm, she strode down the crowded hallway toward the conference room. Lunch was served in shifts starting at ten forty-five, and for the next three hours each grade would successively make their way to the cafeteria. Every day it was a hubbub of yelling, shoving, and crying because someone was pushing, butting in line, or stealing. Lunchboxes, money, jackets, and hats were missing, and shoes came flying off as teachers grappled to get everyone in a line on the second tile from the wall with hands at sides. 

Renée blew out a breath, trying to organize her thoughts on Dante as she ducked between lines and dodged swinging elbows and feet. Every twenty feet or so, a little kid would break ranks to fling sticky arms around her. 

“Miss Slover, I love you!” 

“Miss Slover, when do I come see you?”

“Miss Slover, I threw up last night!”

“Oh...dear.” Renée patted the girl gingerly on the back. “Sounds like you had an exciting weekend. Uh-oh, your class is leaving.” The little girl sprinted away lest she miss a heaping helping of breakfast for lunch. Breakfast for lunch was French toast sticks, hash browns, baked apples, and a two-ounce container of syrup. It was a hands-down favorite at PHES and probably fifty times over the sugar and calorie content of what a large adult male should ingest. 

Renée made it to the relative quiet of the lobby and glanced down at her gray skinny jeans and long-sleeved tee. A swipe of green marker slashed across her right boob and something shiny and snot-like glistened on her knee. Thanks to bus duty, her ankle boots were stained with salt from the parking lot. 

No matter. It wasn’t the crisp chinos and jacket or maybe boots and a skirt she would normally choose for a parent meeting, but her cardigan would cover the marker, and no one would see below her waist once she was seated at the table. Plus, she knew Dante well. She’d been seeing him for correction of the R sound since September. He still called her Miss Slovew but he was making good progress and his mom, Shauna, was easygoing. Probably too much so. A few years younger than Renée, Shauna had belonged to the same riding club before succumbing to peer pressure, as Renée’s mom put it. In short, as soon as she entered high school, Shauna had discovered boys and pretty much disappeared off the face of the earth. Renée hadn’t seen her for years, until she’d discovered her here at school with a son in tow. 

Stopping outside the conference room, Renée straightened her shoulders and drew in a deep, calming breath. She was reaching for the door when it flew open and the principal burst through, knocking her back and sending her papers flying. One of her pens skittered across the floor to roll under the piano that had been inexplicably sitting in the hall ever since Renée first started here. 

“Whoops, sorry, Miss Slover. Didn’t see you there.” Walkie-talkie squealing with feedback, Mr. Schaeffer hurried off to what was tactfully referred to as a disturbance. It could be anything from a stolen pencil to desks hurled across a room.

“No problem.” She squatted down to collect her papers. Glass half-full, her favorite pen was still clutched in her clammy hand, sparing her the indignity of groping around in the dust bunnies lurking under the piano. Hugging the jumble of papers to her chest, she shuffled sideways into the cramped meeting room, toeing the door shut as she leaned over the table to deposit her stuff in a pile.

“Sorry I’m late.” She pulled out a chair and shrugged into her cardigan before scanning everyone seated around the table—starting to the left was Melly, then Mrs. Simon who was Dante’s classroom teacher, and the occupational therapist, Jessie. Dante’s mother, Shauna, was next, then Dante’s grandfather—Shauna’s father, John. Renée leaned over to shake their hands. And next to John...

Seven circles of hell and Dumbledore’s fucking wand! 

Seated next to Dante’s grandfather was none other than Dumbledore himself.

*****

[image: ]


Vic cleared his throat, using the crook of his elbow to cover a shit-eating grin and an almost overpowering urge to laugh. Luckily, after virtually tumbling into the room, Little Miss Red Dress had begun introductions on the opposite end of the conference table so he had time to pick his jaw up off the floor. The very last place he had expected to see her again was here at Dante’s school. 

“And this is Dante’s father, Vic Fiori.” Miss Swan, the school psychologist, introduced him, and one Miss Slover shifted her gaze and confident smile from Shauna’s dad to him. She froze, Nice to meet you obviously stuck somewhere between her tongue and teeth.

He stood, leaning across the table to clasp her hand before she had time to snatch it back. This must be how the wolf felt when Little Red Riding Hood walked into Grandma’s house. Vic not only had her name, but her number, and an excuse to call her. 

“Very nice to meet you, Miss Slover.”

“Mr. Fiori.” She drew out his last name like she was struggling to connect the dots between his and Dante’s.

She acknowledged the reading specialist seated next to him with a quick nod before perching on the edge of the metal folding chair she’d earned by coming in late. Her gaze flicked to Vic, then Shauna, and then back again to him as a little crease formed between her brows, the wheels in her brain turning so hard he could almost hear them. He folded his hands on the table and turned his attention back to the psychologist who was leading the meeting. He’d get to Miss—he looked down at his meeting agenda —Renée Slover soon enough. Right now he needed to clear up this shit with Dante. 

“Miss Slover, we’ve covered the occupational therapy evaluation and Dante’s most recent report card as well as some of Mrs. Simon’s concerns regarding attendance. I know you haven’t yet gotten a chance to evaluate Dante, but would you like to share your update?” Miss Swan passed her a copy of the meeting agenda.

“Sure.” Renée extracted a stack of papers from the mess in front of her. She removed the paper clip and slid them to the reading specialist to pass around while she straightened her cardigan, her ponytail and, by the looks of it, her composure. “This is Dante’s progress note for the last marking period. As you can see from his scores, he’s able to produce R in the initial position and in consonant blends. He’s still working on R in the post-vocalic position, which is the typical path for progress.”

Vic smirked. Nothing like listening to Miss Slover talk about positions. “So, just to be clear,” he said, “you’re saying he has trouble with the R in your last name—Slover—but not your first—Renée.”

“Uh, yes. I’ve given examples on the, uh, page there.”

“That’s French, isn’t it?”

“Pardon?” The word came out in a squeak, and Vic rubbed his twitching lip with an index finger.

“Your name, Renée, is French. And then the R in French would be a consonant blend?”

“Oh, uh, yes. Of course, Dante calls me Miss Slover, which is hard for him, but the students don’t call teachers by first names, obviously, even though Dante would find it easier, but the, uh, bottom line is that he’s progressing nicely.” 

After speeding up to almost chipmunk velocity, her voice trailed off, her face flushed a rosy pink. She was probably wishing she could chuck her sweater, but he’d caught a glimpse of her shirt when she first came in. It was white and tight-fitting with a bold green slash of something across where he calculated her nipple to be. He’d bet money the heat could climb to triple digits before Miss Slover would dream of ditching the cardi so he could research the matter further. 

“The bottom line is good,” he said, his gaze never leaving her face which, after his reference to Friday night’s hot-as-hell elevator ride, was as good as on fire.

“Okay.” Miss Swan repositioned the headband over her already smooth hair. “Does anyone have any other questions for Miss Slover?” By the looks of it, Miss Swan did. She was eyeing Renée over her reading glasses as if observing an exhibit at the zoo. “We had planned to discuss the results of the language evaluation at this meeting, but we jumped it up in the queue at Mr. Fiori’s request, so we’ll plan to go over that next time. Our priorities for today are getting everyone up to speed with Dante’s progress and to address the issue of attendance.”

And so ended the fun part of the meeting. Vic clenched his jaw, flicking a glance at Shauna. She was clutching her dad’s hand like the little girl she was and probably always would be. When John had finally sent him a report card, Dante’s grades had been off the charts and not in a good way. Granted, Vic was equally to blame. Whenever Shauna told him Dante was doing fine, he’d taken her at her word. Probably because that was the answer he wanted—the only one he had time for—but he should have known better. Reality for Shauna was a fluid concept.

He frowned at John. He had expected better of him, but either the apple didn’t fall far from the tree or Shauna’s dad couldn’t draw a line in the sand with his little princess. Probably a combination of both. As it was, Dante had more clothes than ten kids needed. He always had some new haircut going and Shauna got studio photography of him for every holiday, grade change, and sport the kid ever took up. You’d think she could manage to get him down the driveway to the damn bus, but it was water under the bridge now. And Vic should have known better.

And now Dante was paying the price. Vic looked at the report card. This was what his fuck-up had led to. They were considering special ed for his kid. His bright, funny, easygoing Donny.

“His poor attendance has been an issue for me as well,” Renée said, shuffling through her papers and pulling out a datebook. “Normally I would have completed the testing by now—regardless of the meeting date.” She cleared her throat, as if cutting herself off from saying more as she flipped through the pages, which for some reason irritated Vic. She had a phone. Who the fuck still kept a paper datebook? She ran her finger down the page. “I’ve tried to bring him in for testing on five occasions. He’s either been absent or Mrs. Simon was understandably reluctant to have him miss class.”

“I don’t understand why you’re evaluating him again.” Vic knew he sounded testy, but he couldn’t help it. He got it. Dante was behind. But Vic was here now, and things were going to change. “I’m sorry, but Mrs. Simon is right. Dante needs to be in class, not getting more tests.”

Renée tucked a nonexistent stray hair behind her ear and folded her hands over her datebook. He hadn’t meant to piss her off, but he seemed to be the only one in the room who wanted to get this fucking show on the goddamn road. They were wasting precious time. His son’s time. 

“I presently see Dante for articulation—”

“Renée, I appreciate all you do for my son and your detailed explanation.” He lifted her progress note—Exhibit A. “Right now, I’d like to address the more pressing concern of Dante’s grades, especially in reading. I’m happy to meet with you one on one if there’s more you want to tell me about speech.” There. Killed two birds with one stone—they could quit wasting time and he had an excuse to meet with her later. 

There was some uncomfortable shifting of papers and throat-clearing. Mr. Hastings, the reading specialist, opened his mouth to speak before looking at Renée with a kind of silent SOS. 

“I’m sorry if I was unclear, Mr. Fiori,” she said. “As you weren’t involved in earlier meetings, you may have missed some pertinent information.” Renée straightened her back, obviously miffed, but she could join the fucking crowd. 

He had asked, as nicely as he could, to get this shitshow going, but they were apparently incapable of moving any faster than a goddamn death march. He huffed out a breath and sat back with crossed arms. Christ, if he did business this way, he’d never get anything done and he’d be stone-cold broke. No wonder public schools had shitty reputations. This one didn’t—he’d checked—but that didn’t mean they didn’t have room for improvement, starting with efficiency and time management.  

“Let me bring you up to speed, if I may.” She raised her gaze to his for the first time since she’d walked in and held it.

He had forgotten the green and gold flecks in her eyes, shifting the color from brown to hazel depending on the light and what she was wearing, or not. He nodded agreeably in hopes she wouldn’t look away. Except for the repeated clicking of the button on top of her pen, she seemed to have recovered her cool as well.

“Right now I see Dante for articulation. However, because of his struggles with reading comprehension, in December the team, including Shauna and Dante’s grandfather, made a referral for a language evaluation. This is different and more involved than articulation testing as it will measure Dante’s ability to comprehend and use language. That’s important because we can separate it from, for example, reading fluency. I should also mention that once a referral is made, I’m legally bound to address it within a specific timeline.” 

Vic studied her. Not as the girl he wanted to fuck again—the sooner the better as far as he was concerned—but as the professional she obviously was. Because despite the kind of ditzy vibe she’d put off on Friday night, and her less-than-professional entrance a few minutes ago, it was obvious she knew her job and was committed to it. He had underestimated her. 

He looked down at his paper. “I see. So, you’ve been seeing Dante for articulation for what, ten weeks? You must have some idea about his language skills then, just from talking to him.” He returned his gaze to hers. “Do you think he has learning problems?”  

She put the pen aside, returning her hands to their clasped position. “From my informal observations, I doubt it.”

Mrs. Simon cut in. “Speaking for myself, even if Dante doesn’t qualify for therapy, Miss Slover’s evaluations can pinpoint specific areas where he’s having trouble, and that helps me to help him.”

“In other words,” Renée said, her complexion back to a warm honey color, “we don’t want to waste Dante’s time repeating a unit in Social Studies if we can help him by, for example, chunking directions into smaller pieces. We would all prefer a quick fix, but this process prevents us from fumbling around in the dark.”

He smiled, half-raising an eyebrow. Fumbling around in the dark wasn’t always a bad thing. 

“Thanks, Renée. I appreciate you explaining that.” He loved using her first name. It bothered her—he could tell by the way she rolled her lips or tucked a nonexistent hair into place. He folded his hands in front of him, mirroring her position as if it were just the two of them in the room. “You weren’t here for the first part of our discussion. Long story short, now that I’ve moved into the area, Dante will be spending every other week with me, and Shauna and I are committed to getting things back on track as far as attendance and completing homework go.” To the table in general, he said, “What if it’s just an attendance issue? I’m concerned about pulling him for testing and sticking him with labels he maybe doesn’t deserve.”

“I’m afraid it’s beyond that, Mr. Fiori.” Miss Swan regarded him over her reading glasses, a combination of hard truth and sympathy stamped on her features. “Even if Dante comes every single day for the rest of the year, he’ll be pulling double duty—catching up and learning new material. That’s a tough row to hoe.”  

So there it was. He’d slacked off and done his son irreparable harm. 

It wasn’t the first time he’d fucked up and let people down. Not by a long shot. But he’d do everything in his power to ensure it was the last.
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Chapter Three
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“Melly, tell me he didn’t just liken you to an African princess.” Renée unlocked her office door and followed Melly inside. The tuneless whistle of Bill, the reading specialist and her across-the-hall office neighbor, echoed down the hallway as he headed for home. 

He was nice enough, funny and agreeable, but there’s something annoying about a guy who’s always the last one in and the first one out; like he’s doing enough to get by and not one iota more. And of course, his odd way with a compliment. Depositing her stuff on the desk, she dropped into her chair. 

Melly laughed as she rolled the exercise ball over to the table and gingerly positioned herself on it. “Bill thinks he’s being... Oh, who knows what he thinks?” She passed her manicured nails over her cheek. “Are you saying my rich cocoa complexion doesn’t have African princess written all over it?”

“You should get that tattoo,” Renée said, laying her head down on the desk. “Tramp stamp, maybe?”
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