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        Mum and Dad . . . I am who I am thanks to you. I love you.
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        Now ...

      

      

      “How could you?” gasps the girl, whose heart I’ve just shattered into smithereens.

      “I can explain.” But I can’t. There is no explanation worthy enough to excuse why I’m here.

      “Well?” The single, slow-falling tear which traces a path down her porcelain cheek highlights what a true bastard I really am.

      “I-I…” Fuck! What am I even trying to say? Where do I start? When was the exact moment this all turned to shit?

      “Just like I thought.” She spins on her heel and scampers toward the door.

      “Madison, wait! Please hear me out.”

      “Why, Dixon? To hear more of your lies!”

      “Maddy, please,” I plead, reaching out and latching onto her arm like the desperate man that I am.

      “No!” she shrieks, recoiling, my touch appearing to repulse her.

      “Don’t do this. Please don’t do this.”

      My feeble voice betrays my fear. But I don’t care. The only good, decent thing in my life is about to walk out that door, and I wouldn’t blame her if she never came back. I’ll grovel, beg at her feet if I need to, but a small part of me knows it was bound to come to this.

      “Don’t do what?” she cries, her fingers unsteady as she brushes back her long hair.

      I deserve this.

      I’m a man-whore.

      And I’m a coward.

      I don’t deserve this beautiful angelo’s love. I never did. But I wanted it so badly I thought consequences be damned. But now, now I’ve gone and fucked it all up.

      “I’m sorry. It’s not what you think.” But it is.

      I was meeting up in this fleabag motel to conspire with her sister—a sister who truly represents sin.

      “I hope it’s not what I think, because if it is, then I don’t know who you are.”

      Words have never hurt more than those just spoken.

      “I’m the same man I was this morning. I’m the same man who loves you more than life itself. That hasn’t changed. That’ll never change,” I press, stepping forward, needing to touch her. But she steps away, nothing but disgust in her eyes.

      “Just tell me one thing…what are you doing here?”

      I could lie. I mean, that’s all I’ve been doing. But when you can no longer distinguish between the lies you’ve told and the truth, it’s time to come clean.

      My silence is cementing my guilt.

      “Tell me this isn’t what I think it is, and I’ll forget I ever saw you here.”

      Everything in this moment is heightened—the clock on the discolored wall sounds in time with my lashing heart, my heavy breathing is in sync with the wild wind thrashing about outside, but most of all the torrent of tears streaming down Madison’s cheeks are in concert with my drowning soul.

      “Dixon?” Her lower lip trembles as she waits for me to remedy this situation.

      Every inch of my body is telling me to lie, but I can’t. I do the only decent thing I’ve ever done in my entire life.

      I say nothing at all.

      “I thought so,” she whispers brokenly after a minute of silence.

      Her beautiful green eyes reveal nothing but betrayal as she yanks open the door. “Goodbye, Dr. Mathews. Thank you for being the biggest regret of my life,” she sobs, her voice stuck in her throat.

      I want to say so many things, but I don’t. I simply stand numbly and watch the best thing in my life walk out on me. And for once, I do the right thing.

      I let her go.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          ACT I

        

      

    

    
      
        Then…

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          1

        

        
          Balls

        

      

    

    
      
        DIXON

      

      

      “And then he said…sorry, I need a minute,” snuffles Goldilocks as she unfurls an unsteady hand.

      “Take all the time you need, Ms. Kibard.” I’ll just continue on with my morbid doodle of a teddy bear getting his stuffing blown out.

      When she finally regains her composure, she continues. “And then he said…if I bought one more teddy bear, he was going to leave me.” She clutches onto her eyeless, scraggly, diseased-looking teddy bear like it’s Lord Jesus himself. “Can you believe that?”

      You bet your crazy ass I can. But I calmly nod, appearing stone-faced. This is my job, after all.

      “I’m not here to pass judgment, Ms. Kibard. Let’s talk about why you have a…fascination with teddy bears.”

      Yes, this is as ridiculous as it sounds, but her crazy makes me forget the madness of my own.

      It’s been ten days. Ten whole days during which I’ve lied to the most innocent, most honorable person I’ve ever met. It’s been ten days that I’ve hated myself more than I thought I possibly could.

      I’m not a good person, I know that. Before meeting Madison Roberts, I was questioning my humanity, questioning if I actually ever had any morals, ethics, or a soul. But for a second, a split second, she made me feel as if maybe there was hope for me. As if maybe I could be a good man.

      But that hope got shot to hell when the sins of my past blackmailed me into being her little lapdog. And now, my hands are tied. Tied by Juliet Harte—the Antichrist in heels.

      This is my karma for succumbing to her sinful ways. But contracting Ebola while covered in smallpox and listening to Celine Dion on repeat would be preferable, and less painful, than what Juliet proposes I do. My cock curls in on itself and goes into retreat when thinking about touching that harlot ever again.

      “Dr. Mathews, do you agree?”

      Focusing on the train wreck in front of me, I try and backtrack to the last thing I remember her saying.

      “Blah, blah, bear. Blah, blah, teddy. Blah, blah, daddy.”

      Pushing my miserable woes aside, I steeple my fingers under my chin. “I’d like to talk about your bear.” I drop my gaze to the diabolic fluff ball, hoping this works because I have not listened to a word she’s said. “Who gave you that little…” road kill, I internally offer, but instead settle for, “that little guy?”

      We human beings, we are such expressive creatures, and the smallest change in facial expressions usually reveals what’s lurking beneath the surface. And now is no exception.

      As Goldie’s jaw begins to tremble, I know what her answer will be. “My father.” She draws the dirty teddy into her chest, hugging it tight.

      How’d I know her answer was going to be just that? Well, I know because I am a man. We men, we are right royal bastards. If we don’t fuck our daughters up, then someone else’s son will do it for us.

      The thought has my stomach churning because if what Juliet says is true and she is carrying my child, then that child is doomed to grow up to be a conniving bastard, or a psychotic, manipulative, batshit crazy bitch.

      The fact Juliet has slept with half of Manhattan and their dog makes me feel a touch better that this poor child might not be mine. But if it is…

      I shudder.

      I can’t deal with this. I need to focus on one drama at a time. And Goldie weeping about how her father used this bear as his scapegoat to touch her inappropriately is not one of them.

      Tonight, I’m having dinner with Sebastian and Rachel at their lavish home in Westchester County. I liked them both instantly when we first met ten days ago, and under normal circumstances, I would be thrilled to spend an evening with Madison’s parents. But there is nothing normal about tonight’s proceedings.

      The heavy cell in my pocket taunts me, reminding me that some twenty minutes ago I received a text message from the bitchface herself. A text which shattered all hope that maybe she was joking.

      It said, I’ve got an itch only you can scratch. It’s a line she’s used before.

      But this time, I replied with, There’s a cream you can get for that.

      I thought suck on that, you smug, presumptuous she-devil, but she made known just who was in charge, who was running this freak show when she countered a second later.

      The only cream I want is the one that comes from your cock.

      Romance truly is dead. Juliet Harte killed it the day she opened her venomous mouth and I happily stuck my dick into it.

      I remove my glasses and massage the bridge of my nose with two fingers. How the fuck am I going to do this? I’ll have the woman I worship on one side of me, while the woman I despise will be on the other side, no doubt trying to give me a discreet hand job under the table.

      I’m fucked. And not in a good way.

      “It’s okay, Tracey. You know it’ll feel good.”

      Steadily lifting my head, I’m baffled as to why it sounds like Regan MacNeil from The Exorcist, post possession, has just crawled into my office. What I’m confronted with just highlights the kind of week I’ve had.

      “Ms. Kibard?” I ask, pulling back in utter confusion when I’m now faced with the eyeless bear instead of Goldie.

      The bear dances in front of Goldie’s face, each word enunciated with an improper thrust. “Tracey isn’t here. You’re talking to Johnny now. Do you want to fuck her pussy?”

      “Excuse me?” I question the…bear in horror, but also, part humor.

      “You heard me. She likes it hard.” The bear gyrates robustly, just to emphasize his point in case I missed the disturbing memo.

      I run a hand down my face.

      As Johnny the bear details Tracey’s abusive childhood, I sink further and further into my seat. But I listen and pretend to care because I know this will be the only normalcy to my day.

      “You can touch her. She wants it.” It appears this bear can not only talk, but he’s also a pimp.

      Oh dear God.

      I throw my head back in defeat.

      What have I done to deserve this? However, it’s not a what, but rather a who. And that who, or should I say whore, totally outplayed a player. She beat me at my own game. A game which I foolishly believed I had mastered.

      But now I realize, this entire time, I was the one getting played. I played straight into her hands. And now that my balls are in her court, I’m afraid what she’ll do to them once it’s her turn to serve.
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      Walking through the hallway of Madison’s apartment block usually gives me the warm fuzzies.

      But tonight, it’s giving me heartburn. I pull at the collar of my white shirt. It feels like hands squeezing off my air supply the closer I get to Maddy’s front door.

      How am I meant to pull this off? Lying to Maddy’s face is one thing, but lying in front of her parents, with the source of the lie sitting mere inches from me, is something else. My walls are already crumbling, and I don’t know how much longer I’ll be able to keep this up.

      Pulling it together, I take a deep breath before knocking on her front door. She opens it a second later and when she does, I feel like an even bigger asshole.

      “Dixon,” she gushes, curling a soft lock of hair behind her ear. Her cheeks flush a soft pink, and she nervously nibbles on her tempting lower lip.

      If anything has ever looked this sweet, then I don’t remember seeing it.

      I was spellbound by Madison Roberts the moment I saw her, and I’m not embarrassed to confess I have been ever since. I came to her rescue after some Neanderthal was manhandling her. I don’t know why I felt the need to intervene, but I’m glad that I did.

      After I made some god-awful decisions, i.e. screwing Juliet on more than one occasion, I came to my senses and knew that this amazing, beautiful woman was the only woman I wanted. Even when I was “seeing” Juliet, Madison was always on my mind. I just wish I had listened to common sense sooner.

      I was happy with friendship, if that was all she could offer, but once I got to know the real her, I knew I needed her more than I needed air to breathe. I’m a lucky son of a bitch that she felt the same way.

      Her strengths and weaknesses inspire me to become a better man.

      “Madison.” As she continues gnawing on her lip, I step forward and slip my hand around her slender waist. “You look incredible.”

      She blushes further, a shade akin to the color of her summer dress. “Thank you.”

      “No, thank…” I lean forward and nuzzle her cheek “…you,” I conclude in her ear. A small whimper catches in her throat and the sound has my alpha dog beating his chest in pride. I love that after everything she’s been through, she trusts me enough to allow this closeness between us.

      As I look over her shoulder and see her overnight bag sitting innocently by the door, I can’t help but frown. The sight would usually have me happier than a fat kid eating cake, but due to obvious circumstances, I now feel undeserving. And Maddy can sense my shift immediately.

      “I just thought I could stay over because your house is closer to my parents’. But I don’t have to. I’m sorry for assuming,” she quickly adds, peering down at her shoes.

      “Hey,” I coo, using two fingers to raise her chin. I drown in those big, innocent emerald eyes. “Never apologize for wanting to stay the night. You know you’re always welcome in my home. And bed.”

      She swallows hard at my bold statement. “I just, I didn’t want to assume. I mean lately…” But she pauses.

      “What?” I prompt softly.

      “Lately, you’ve just been distracted. I’ve hardly seen you all week. Have I done something wrong?” She looks regretful that she’s said too much, while I’m regretful that I’ve said too little.

      As hard as I’ve tried to mask my shame, it obviously hasn’t been hard enough. She’s seen through my bullshit, just like I knew she would.

      “No, Maddy, no. You’ve done nothing wrong.” I cup her cheeks, searching her eyes. “It’s me who’s done wrong.” She looks at me, waiting for me to explain. But I can’t.

      “I’m sorry, you’re completely right. I’ve just been busy with…work.” She hears me break, but doesn’t press.

      “Okay. As long as you’re sure.”

      I stroke my thumb over her lower lip. “Yes, angelo, with you I’m always sure. You’re the only stable thing in my life.” Her smile lights up the darkest night.

      I kiss her forehead a second later. “C’mon, let’s go.” She nods.

      I reach for her bag and shrug it onto my shoulder. “Jesus, what have you got in here? A dead body?”

      She laughs. “Not yet.” I know she’s referring to Juliet and I can’t help but smirk at her comment.

      If only my life was that easy.

      We walk to my car hand in hand, with me listening to Madison fill me in on her week. I really have been a horrible boyfriend because when I ask her certain questions, she informs me I asked her the same ones last week.

      “Are you sure everything is all right?” Madison asks as we’re waiting at the lights.

      “Yes, why?”

      She reaches over and stills my drumming fingers on the steering wheel as her response.

      Looking over, I smile. “I’m fine. I just had a hard day today. I counseled my first teddy bear.”

      “Pardon?” She retreats, pulling a similar face to mine when I was witnessing the debacle.

      I grin at her adorability. “You don’t want to know.”

      When she toys with her seatbelt, I wonder what’s troubling her. She answers my question a moment later. “I had my session today.”

      “Oh?” Of course she did. It’s Tuesday today. Get it together, you damn fool.

      “Yeah.” She leaves the word hanging, waiting for me to lead the conversation.

      “How’d it go?” It’s been an unspoken rule between us that we don’t discuss her sessions. Ever. So I’m curious to know why she brought it up.

      “Dr. Canetti thinks I’m making real progress. She suggested that I write my feelings down.”

      “That’s a good idea,” I reply, pulling onto the freeway.

      “So I have.”

      “And that’s helped?”

      “Yeah, a little. I want to confront Beth. I mean, Juliet.”

      Her name is like a swift kick to my balls. “Confront her about what exactly?”

      She shuffles in her seat, her breathing turning ragged. “For, for being so…mean to me while we were growing up.”

      Why did she halt? What was she intending to say?

      “Maddy…” I keep my eyes focused on the road. “I don’t know Juliet…” Lies! Lies! Lies! “But from what I can tell, she would be mean to her own mother.”

      “Her mother is dead.”

      “Precisely. That option is far better than having to deal with a devil child.”

      “Dixon!” she admonished. “That’s awful.” But her muted chuckles reveal she agrees.

      “Are you going to be okay seeing her this evening?”

      Her tiny shoulders lift. “I don’t know. She doesn’t bother me as much anymore. It’s my bro—her fiancé,” she corrects quickly, “that does.”

      I grip the steering wheel, my knuckles turning white.

      I’m pleased her lowlife, vermin brother isn’t going to be in attendance, as this dinner would have turned into a BBQ. A BBQ of me grilling his ass before I sliced him up into teeny tiny pieces.

      I have never loathed two people more than I do Juliet Harte and her cocksucker partner, Dylan Roberts. No other couple have deserved each other more. They say misery loves company; well, these two individuals are the most miserable bastards I know.

      “You never have to see him again. And if you do, I’ll be your personal bodyguard.”

      She smiles and the sight has me falling over myself like a slobbering, love-struck fool.

      “I like your body, so it’s a deal,” she cheekily says.

      I get giddier than a schoolgirl at a One Direction concert. “Well, in that case, it’s yours any time you want it.”

      “Tonight?”

      I almost sideswipe a semi traveling on the other side of the road. Correcting quickly, I look over at the giggling vixen next to me. “A little warning next time.”

      “How would you like to be warned?” She bats those impossibly long lashes my way. “I’m in desperate need of urgent medical attention, Dr. Mathews, which only you can provide.” She has the gall to wink.

      I want to kiss that smart mouth before I watch it open in passion as I eat her out.

      “Careful, otherwise I’ll turn this car around and the only thing I’ll be eating…is you.” I give her a wink of my own. Her giggles die in her throat instantly.

      As her pink tongue nervously darts out to wet her bottom lip, I smother my moan. The sight reminds me that, because of my lie, I am now a fucking monk. The few times I have seen Madison over the course of this nightmare, I’ve been so incredibly guilt-ridden, I haven’t been able to touch her without wanting to cut off my own hands. I don’t deserve her, but I want her—so, so bad.

      And by the way she’s pressing her thighs together and clawing at the seat, I dare say she wants me—so, so bad.

      Suddenly, my BMW has become as stifling as the sun, and I focus on nothing but the road, afraid of what I’ll do if I look at her and she looks at me in return.

      Thankfully, moments later, I turn into the gated community and see the impressive, thirty-two-acre lakefront estate. The widespread, three-story white home is impressive, to say the least. The gravel crunches under my tires as we ascend up the long driveway. The front lawn is enormous and beautifully green, and the closer we get to the gigantic home, I begin to understand why Juliet is the way she is.

      Her entire life, it would appear she’s had everything she could ever wish for, and in turn, this wealth has turned her into a spoiled little brat. What happens when someone has everything they could ever want? They want more, because more is never enough.

      Unlike Madison.

      Madison has experienced many hardships throughout her life and before Sebastian came into her world, she and her mom had it tough. She knows what it’s like to be hungry. She appreciates her fortune because she’s not an ungrateful she-devil. And she has a soul.

      I park the car, taking a moment to appreciate the eye-catching sight before me. “So you said it has how many bedrooms again?”

      Madison unbuckles her belt and looks out the windshield also. “Seven. Not to mention five bathrooms, a saltwater swimming pool, a theatre room, a two-thousand-square-foot guest house, and just for fun, a full-size tennis court.”

      “No wonder Sebastian is in such good shape,” I say as if solving a riddle. Madison playfully slaps my arm.

      When we exit the car, I feel like the luckiest man alive when she slips her tiny hand in mine. The marbled stairway is immaculately polished, and the large alcove shelters two glass doors. Madison doesn’t have time to sound the doorbell because her mother opens the door the moment we climb the last step.

      “You made it!” Rachel clucks, racing forward and embracing Madison in a tight hug.

      “Mom!” Maddy exclaims, the embarrassment apparent in her tone.

      “Sorry, but I can’t remember the last time I saw you twice within a month. I’m just so happy to have you here.” She winks at me over Maddy’s shoulder, and I can’t help but smile.

      She finally pulls away, beaming in my direction. “It’s so nice to see you, Dixon. Thank you for coming.”

      “Thank you for having me, Rachel.”

      She leans in to give me a kiss, but my mother would be rolling in her grave if I didn’t grace both her cheeks with a kiss. She blushes a lovely shade of pink. A pink that reminds me of her daughter’s…

      “Please, won’t you come inside?” Rachel says, signaling with her hand, mercifully interrupting my train of perverted thoughts.

      She welcomes us into her remarkable home, and I won’t lie, this home is probably the nicest abode I have ever seen. The large foyer opens up and there are five different passages one can take, to transport them to where, I don’t know. But I can’t wait to find out.

      We follow Rachel through the extravagant living room and down the hallway. “Come through. Sebastian is just in the kitchen cooking.”

      I raise my eyebrow while Rachel laughs. “He is a much better cook than I am. Trust me, if I was cooking, we would be having pizza.”

      The moment we step into the kitchen, I smell fresh tomato sauce, oregano, and golden mozzarella—three of my most favorite smells in the world. Smells that remind me of my mother.

      “Look who I found at our front door,” Rachel teases, while Sebastian turns from the stove with a big smile on his face.

      “Button. You look beautiful.” He wipes his hands on a dishcloth before wrapping Maddy in a tight embrace.

      “Thank you. Whatever you’re cooking smells absolutely delicious.” She stands on her tippy toes to look over his shoulder as they break apart.

      “Seeing as Dr. Mathews is Italian—” his eyes flick my way “—I figured I’d try my hand with some Italian cuisine.” He extends his palm and we shake firmly.

      A man with a good handshake is a man who has balls.

      “Madison is right, it does smell delicious. But please, call me Dixon.” Sebastian happily nods. “I hope you like red wine.” I pass him the six-hundred-dollar bottle of Cabernet Sauvignon.

      He whistles, perusing the label. “You’ve got good taste. But we already knew that.” He glances lovingly at Maddy, who beams. “This will go wonderfully with dinner. Honey, would you open this bottle for me? My tomato sauce is about to boil over.”

      Rachel nods as Sebastian goes back to the stove. “So, how was traffic?” he asks, his back turned as he busily adds in some fresh basil leaves.

      “It was fine. With Dixon behind the wheel, we’re lucky we got here in one piece,” Maddy quips, grinning at me as she reaches across the counter to steal a slice of tomato.

      I’m utterly captivated as she pops it into her mouth, licking the stray juices from her lips.

      “Oh, I don’t believe that. I bet Dixon is a wonderful driver,” I vaguely hear Rachel say in the background. I can’t keep my eyes off Madison as she innocently licks her fingers clean.

      My dick chooses this moment to come out of hibernation. How typical.

      “Isn’t that right, Dixon? Dixon?”

      My name being repeated is a sure sign I’ve missed something important. But the only important thing to me is Madison recreating that entire performance, but this time, I’ll volunteer to be the tomato.

      Only Madison’s flushed cheeks and bashful smirk alert me to the fact that someone is expecting me to talk. But how can I speak? I’m rendered speechless by the beauty in front of me. All that long, soft hair and those supple, pink lips—all I can think about is what those lips could do, and how I could use that hair as reins.

      Because I’m a masochist, I drop my gaze to her spectacular chest, which is steadily swelling with every coarse breath she takes. Thoughts of what I’ve done to those amazing, full breasts have me wishing I wasn’t in a room with her parents—her parents, who are probably seconds away from throwing me out because I’m clearly undressing their baby daughter with my heated eyes.

      “That’s absolutely right, Rachel. Your daughter is in good hands.” My gaze never wavers from Maddy’s as I respond, thankful I was half listening.

      Her red glow alerts me to the fact that she’s just as turned on as I am.

      “I have no doubt about that,” Rachel says, placing a glass of wine on the counter in front of me. She seems oblivious to the fact I’m considering we skip dinner and I head straight for dessert—the dessert between Madison’s thighs.

      “I’m so happy we can all be together. It’s just a shame Dylan has to work. But Juliet should be here any minute.”

      And just like that, my dick shrivels into a prune. Juliet is like the opposite of Viagra.

      Madison shuffles uncomfortably.

      “Maddy, do you want to show Dixon into the dining room? Dinner is almost done,” Sebastian says over his shoulder, while Rachel is busily pulling out the good china.

      She nods but doesn’t speak. How can they not see her retreat?

      I follow as she nervously leads me into a huge dining room, a room overlooking the pool. The minute she stops walking, I scoop her up into my arms.

      “Are you all right?” I ask, kissing her temple lightly.

      Turning into my embrace, she replies, “I’m fine. I just wish we could have one dinner without the mention of him.”

      “I know, angelo.” We stay hugging for a while, both needing the comfort.

      I’m lost in the stillness of the pool when Maddy whispers, “So what were you thinking about? In the kitchen,” she quickly clarifies.

      Deciding to ask her what she thinks, I put forward, “What do you think I was thinking about?”

      Her breathing begins to mount. “I-I think you were thinking what I was,” she reveals in that small voice which I’ve come to learn means a fire is building in her belly.

      “Oh yeah? And what’s that?” I can feel her heart soaring about in her chest. The air is charged with a palpable tension, and we’re both ready to explode.

      She bravely looks up. “That we should pay a visit to the guest house.”

      My cock stands in salute and high-fives my raging need to get laid.

      “You—” I tap the end of her nose “—are a mind reader. Shall we sneak off before appetizers are served?”

      She giggles, but turns serious. “No. But maybe before dessert?”

      I grunt when she shyly slides a hand between us. She surprises me as she brushes over the bulge that appears whenever I’m in her presence.

      “That suits me just fine because I already know what I’m having.”

      Her pupils darken and she swallows nervously. “Maybe…” She groans when I bend forward to suck her earlobe into my hungry mouth. “We could just skip dinner altogether then?” she suggests, voicing my exact thoughts.

      “You’ll have no complaints from me.”

      Her tiny whimpers swathe us in a blanket of bliss as I kiss down the length of her arched, elongated neck. My self-control is diminishing and it’s taking every ounce of strength I have to not take her outside and make good on my word right now. I have a serious semi, and if she keeps making those little sounds, I’ll be able to slice through the meatloaf with my rock-hard dick.

      “Ah, Dixon,” she cries when I bite over her frantic pulse. But I can’t stop.

      I’m moments away from getting caught out with my hand underneath her dress, and that’s not the impression I want to leave on her parents. I need a distraction, or at least an ice-cold shower.

      I sadly get one of the two. I really would have preferred the cold shower.

      “Is this a private party? Or can anyone join?”
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      Madison pulls away, horrified, while I glare at the woman who is destroying my life.

      “Oh, please don’t stop on my account.” Juliet’s shrill voice is comparable to that of a dying hyena with flatulence.

      “Be— Juliet,” Maddy hastily corrects, standing closer to my side.

      Juliet nods her greeting, her impish gaze locked with mine. “How lovely to see you again, Dr. Mathews.” Her ruby lips tip up into a secretive smile—a secret I’m sadly privy to.

      If looks could kill, Juliet would be a smoldering pile of ashes where she stands. However, I choose to ignore her and glance over at the elegantly set table. I’m thankful when I see there are two seats sitting opposite the other, while a place is set at the head of the table.

      “Here,” I say, pulling the chair out for Maddy.

      She adjusts her dress before taking a seat. “Thank you.”

      I kiss the top of her head and take the seat next to her, leaving Juliet standing awkwardly in the middle of the room. She gets the hint and unhappily sinks into the seat across from me.

      “I hope you’re hungry,” announces Rachel, who enters bearing an assortment of food, Sebastian trailing close behind.

      The moment he sees Juliet, his eyes light up. “Bonbon, I didn’t hear you come in.”

      “Sorry, Daddy, I let myself in.”

      He places the huge tray of lasagne in the middle of the table, before bending forward and kissing Juliet on the head. “There’s no need to apologize. This will always be your home. Yours too, Button.” Juliet looks like she’s about to launch over the table and claw out Madison’s eyes.

      I think back to our first session where I originally thought Juliet’s father may be the root of her addiction; however, getting to know Sebastian better, I realize he has nothing to do with his daughter’s deviancy. I now can’t help but wonder who is. This house may be rich in possessions, but what was lacking emotionally for Juliet to turn out the way that she has?

      “How’s the morning sickness going? Still having problems keeping anything down?” Rachel innocently asks, taking her seat.

      When Juliet cups her small belly, I actually feel like I’m the one having problems keeping anything down. The bile rises and I feel even more disgusted with myself that there is a slight possibility that that baby is mine.

      “Oh, Rachel,” Juliet fawns, looking pointedly at me. “If this baby is anything like his father, he’ll give me trouble right till the very end.”

      Rachel chuckles, while I glare at a grinning Juliet.

      “Dig in, everyone,” Sebastian says, waving his hands out to the feast in front of him. Sadly, I’ve lost my appetite.

      Madison’s stillness reveals that she’s still uncomfortable, but she reaches for my plate and smiles. “What would you like?”

      “You don’t have to serve me.”

      “I want to.” The blush to her cheeks has me thinking about our earlier conversion.

      Subtly gathering up the hem of her dress, I lightly rub my fingers along her inner soft thigh. “I’ll have anything you think I’ll enjoy,” I reply, relishing the sensation of her skin prickling at my touch.

      “H-how about one of everything?” The plate wavers slightly in her unsteady hold.

      “Sounds good to me. It all looks too delicious to deny.” I accent my sentence by giving her thigh a gentle squeeze.

      Only I can hear her muted moan as Sebastian and Rachel are chatting to Juliet about the baby. She serves up a decent serving of lasagne, meatloaf, salad, and some garlic bread while I continue stroking her scorching skin.

      “Dixon, tell me, is that lasagne as good as your mom’s?” Sebastian teases when Maddy places my colossal plate in front of me.

      I look down at my meal and smile. “From smells alone, it’ll come close. She would have been proud.”

      My use of the past tense alerts him to my mother’s passing. “Oh, I’m sorry. She’s passed?”

      I nod. “It’s okay.” I wave my hand, as there’s no need for apologies. “She did. Close to a year ago now from breast cancer.”

      Rachel’s kind face softens. “Oh, dear. That’s awful. I’m so sorry to hear that. What about your father?” she asks, reaching for her wine.

      I shuffle in my seat. My father is an extremely touchy subject for me. I’ve barely detailed his condition to Maddy. “My father is still living,” I reply, picking up my fork, hoping to disguise my discomfort. “He’s in New Jersey.” I exclude where exactly in New Jersey he is.

      “Are you close?” Rachel asks, oblivious to how uncomfortable I am. The entire table is quiet, awaiting my response.

      There is no way I can avoid this, and I’ve done enough lying this week. “We were, but he suffered a breakdown after my mother and now—” But I can’t say it. I can’t say now he resembles someone I no longer know.

      Madison slips her hand into mine. “I’d love to meet him one day.”

      No, you really don’t. But I smile at her kindness. “Yeah. One day,” I reply half-heartedly, letting go of her hand.

      Thanks to my obvious retreat, the room becomes as comfortable as a turkey before Thanksgiving.

      Sebastian clears his throat. “So Button, have you decided what you’re doing for your birthday?”

      And that’s exactly the change of subject I need. “It’s your birthday? When?” I turn to look at her, cocking a surprised brow.

      “It’s not until late next month,” she replies, brushing it off.

      “The thirtieth, to be precise,” Rachel adds, sipping her wine.

      Madison narrows her eyes playfully at her mom.

      “Remember when you were younger; all you wanted for your birthday was to go to Rome?” Sebastian reveals while slicing through his meatloaf.

      “It was?” Again, this is news to me.

      “Yeah.” She shrugs. “It always looked like such a nice place to visit. And I’ve heard their biscotti are to die for.” Her teasing grin hints at the first time we had biscotti together at Dolci’s, the first time I actually felt like a gentleman and not a complete scoundrel.

      I’ve missed those feelings, and I want to relive them. With that thought in mind, I declare, “Then it’s settled. For your birthday, we’re going to Rome.”

      Maddy laughs, but her humor catches in her throat when she sees I’m dead serious. “No. I can’t accept. That’s too much.”

      I shake my head, as I won’t hear otherwise. “Nonsense. We’re going, angelo. All you need is your passport and a suitcase. I’ll take care of the rest.”

      “Dixon—” But I silence her with a smug smirk that tells her this is a losing battle.

      She turns to look at Rachel. “Mom!”

      But she only raises her hands, not taking any blame for spilling the beans.

      These pleasantries have almost made me forget Juliet is sitting across from me—almost.

      “Since you’re so generously offering trips to Rome, what’s one more? I pack light.” She teasingly laughs, appearing to be joking, but I know better.

      I turn slowly, fixing my annoyed stare on her. “Three’s a crowd.”

      “There are some circumstances when three can be fun.” She cockily grins, while I turn my lip up in disgust.

      “Well, this isn’t one of them.” Maddy nervously sips her wine, but I make no attempt to hide my contempt for her stepsibling.

      I can’t believe I actually liked fucking this woman once upon a time. Her blonde hair sits in a harsh bun, exposing her sharp, pointy, annoying features. Her body, baby bump aside, is not at all feminine and soft like Maddy’s. Not to mention she’s a right royal bitch who has me wishing I was neutered every time I look at her.

      I must have been fucking nuts.

      In no way, shape, or form do I find myself attracted to her, and if I could erase all memories of her, I would. But sadly, I can’t. She’s just a reminder of what a jackass I am.

      We go on eating our meal, keeping the conversation light. Whenever Juliet speaks, I ignore her or whisper into Maddy’s ear. Most times it’s trivial things like, ‘How do you like the wine?’ or ‘This meal is delicious,’ but I make sure to stroke her leg, or graze my lips over the shell of her ear. I do things that’ll make her blush or squirm. Things that’ll make Juliet turn her own shade of red, but not the happy kind.

      Who knew annoying her would become my new favorite pastime?

      “Who’s ready for dessert?” Rachel singsongs while I brush my fingers dangerously close to Madison’s delicious heat.

      “I know I am,” I whisper. Her soft intake of breath has my very interested cock stirring and doing push-ups in my pants.

      Just as I’m going to concoct a lame-ass excuse that’ll give Maddy and me the escape plan we need, Rachel asks, “Maddy, can you help me work the new coffee machine? Sebastian says it’s too high-tech for him.”

      Sebastian laughs, playfully smacking his wife on the ass as she heads for the kitchen.

      Maddy looks at me with nothing but apology in her eyes, but I smile, kissing her quickly on the lips. “Lucky you packed your PJs.”

      She leans into my mouth and whispers, “I didn’t.”

      I almost choke on my excitement while Maddy smugly rises. My gaze falls to her lengthy legs and very vivid images of those legs spread open before me invade my brain. I need this woman on my tongue and in my mouth this instant.

      But I play it cool and stand up also, as I have no intention of being in a room with Juliet for longer than I have to. “I’m just going out for a smoke.”

      “Okay. See you soon.” She leans forward and kisses me briefly on the lips. It’s too brief, but it’ll have to tide me over for now.

      Sebastian is talking to a non-enthused Juliet about the baby, while I excuse myself and head outside. I can feel her eagle eyes on me the entire time.

      Walking down the paved path, I decide to take a tour around the grounds, as I have no idea how long Maddy will be. Tonight hasn’t been too painful, but I suppose it’s only just begun.

      As I pensively smoke my Marlboro, I look out into the vastness, the murky blackness of the lake hiding the secrets of what went on here. This house holds so many secrets. Ones I wish I knew. And others I wish I didn’t.

      “I’m going to make all your dreams come true.”

      And just like that, my peace shatters and I’m surrounded with clamor. “You’re going to run away from home and join the circus?” I bluntly reply, not even bothering to turn around.

      “You don’t mean that.” Her shoes crunch over the pebbles, indicating she’s getting closer and closer—which is my cue to move the fuck away.

      Without a second thought, I openly reveal, “I have absolutely no qualms about running you over with my car.”

      Her floral smell, a scent I used to crave, catches on the light breeze and fetches so many memories—memories I wish I could dig out of my brain. But I can’t.

      “Why are you being so cruel?”

      I take a long drag before replying, “What can I say…you bring out the best in me. You always have.”

      She ignores my insolence. “You’re not serious about Pollyanna, are you?”

      “If you’re referring to Madison, then yes, I’m very serious.” I keep my back turned because the sight of her makes me sick.

      “Dixon…”

      The moment I feel her hand on my shoulder, I spin around and snarl, “Do not touch me.”

      She appears taken aback by my hostility. “What the hell is the matter with you? There was a time when you actually enjoyed being with me. Enjoyed fucking me,” she adds, running a sharp fingernail down my arm.

      I feel as if she’s slicing a knife through my flesh. I slap her hand off of me. “I plead insanity for that period of my life.”

      Her face twists in confusion. “I must have been fucking nuts to touch you voluntarily.” Watching her mouth drop, I add, “As interesting as this little catch-up has been, I have better things to do—like not look at you.”

      I butt out my smoke and attempt to shove past her, but she stops me. “You seem to be forgetting our little secret. A certain secret which could destroy your career.” She smugly folds her arms across her busty chest, challenging me.

      The action infuriates me further, and what little resolve I have left explodes. “You know what—” I lunge into her face “—tell whoever you want.” I spread my arms out wide. “I don’t care anymore. I’d prefer that than being blackmailed into being your little gopher boy.”

      I’ve caught her completely off-guard, and it’s a sight to celebrate. But my celebration is short-lived.

      “I’ll tell your precious angelo,” she threatens, verbally shitting on my term of endearment.

      I narrow my eyes. “Go ahead. Actually, you know what? I’ll tell her. That option is far better than what you propose I do.”

      The frantic pounding of her carotid pulse reveals that she’s either frightened or, God forbid, turned on by our exchange. “And what exactly is that?” she asks, licking her lips quickly.

      “I have no fucking clue! Ten days ago you corner me, and you know what happens when you corner a rabid dog?” She shakes her head, her chest beginning to rise. “It bites.”

      Her hand flutters over her throat. “I’m quite accustomed to your biting, Dr. Mathews. I recall every single one.”

      Pinning her with my glare, I state, “Get out of my way before I act on impulse and drown you in that lake.” I’m surprised when she calmly steps aside. But I don’t waste any time getting away from her.

      “Oh, by the way.” Her self-righteous voice, however, stops me in my tracks. “Did you hear the good news?”

      “You’re moving to Africa?”

      She disregards my snide remark. “Dylan will be moving in with me next weekend. I know it’s sooner than everyone expected. Shall I ask sweet Madison to help us get settled?”

      And there it is—the clincher. The one thing that she’ll always have over me.

      Unluckily for me, she’s the only person who can keep Maddy’s bastard brother away from her, and she knows it. I couldn’t give a damn about a tarnished reputation, but a tarnished Maddy—I’ll do anything to stop that from happening.

      I turn slowly, taking three deep breaths before I speak. “So help me God—if either of you touch her, I’ll end you both.”

      Her lips tip up into a wicked grin. “I don’t think you’re in a position to be making any threats.”

      Charging over to her, I grip her upper arms. “That isn’t a threat. It’s a promise,” I affirm, shaking her roughly.

      My actions only stoke her depravity. “Ooh, I like it when you play rough.”

      “This isn’t a joke. It’s my life. It’s Maddy’s life you’re fucking up because of some damn game you’re playing.” I can’t help myself and squeeze her biceps harder, hoping she’ll see reason.

      But of course she doesn’t. “I’m playing the game you taught me.”

      I drop my hands, disgusted, because she’s right.

      She taps her lip, cocking her head to the side. “You know, your devotion is really commendable, but I call bullshit. I think if I were to tell the innocent Maddy about your after-hours activities with your patients, she wouldn’t be so eager to hop on the first plane with you to Rome. I think she’d drop your man-whore ass instantly. I also think, deep down, you do really care about your career. If the media or your colleagues got wind of this, you’d be ruined. Everything you’ve worked so hard for would be destroyed. We both know you won’t tell Madison, Dixon. I call your bluff.”

      That…bitch.

      “What do you want?” I grind out between clenched teeth, hating that she’s right.

      With an air of confidence, she states, “You know what I want.”

      Just her insinuation of what she has in mind turns my stomach. “Well, that’s not going to happen, so what’s option B?”

      She scoffs, appearing annoyed that I’m still fighting her. “This isn’t a game show. You play by my rules—otherwise, you lose.”

      How can she think I will ever come out the winner when she’s got me by the balls? “I already lose if I participate in what you propose I do!”

      She waves off my concerns with a sweep of her hand. “Oh, stop being such a cry baby. You’ve turned soft. But I know—”she strides forward and cups my dick“—how hard you can be.”

      Swallowing down my revulsion, I choose to be frank. “So, what…if I fuck you and become your little bitch, you’ll keep that psycho away from Maddy?” I try to breathe past the pain of her fondling my balls.

      She nods as her massaging strokes get harder and harder—unlike my cock. “Yes, and not to mention your secret will remain under lock and key.” She motions to her mouth while throwing away the invisible key. “No one has to know what a man-whore you really are. You can go on playing happy families with Little Bo Peep, and she’ll be none the wiser that you’re fucking for her freedom. And yours.”

      I couldn’t give a rat’s ass about my freedom. I’ll happily pay for my sins if it means sparing Maddy the pain of ever seeing her brother again.

      I know it’ll shatter her. She’s finally found a place she can call home. A place she feels safe, where she doesn’t feel the need to lock her bedroom door at night. But if that maniac moves into her building, it’ll drag up the past and I know it’ll ruin her.

      But I won’t be Juliet’s personal blow-up doll, and I will figure out another way. No matter what, I refuse to be driven to sin by this woman, who only wants me because she can’t have me.

      This isn’t about physical gratification, it’s all about control.

      So for now, I’ll let her believe she’s won. “Fine,” I snarl, pulling out of her grip.

      Juliet smiles a winner’s grin. “Did I say Dylan was moving in next week? Silly me, these baby hormones are making my brain mush. I meant he was thinking about it but I told him no. I mean, I wouldn’t want to live in sin.”

      I can’t help but laugh a bitter, sarcastic snicker. “It’s a little too late for that.” I drop my eyes to her belly.

      She cups her swelling stomach proudly. “Well, technically it’s our sin, not Dylan’s. I’m trying to make amends for my past, to wipe the slate clean with my husband-to-be.”

      I run a hand through my snarled hair, yanking at the longer locks. “There aren’t enough lifetimes for either of us to make amends, Juliet.”

      She purses her lips, appearing to digest my statement. “I suppose you’re right.” She steps forward and runs her pointer down my cheek. “In that case, pick me up Saturday morning.”

      I slap her hand away. Although I don’t want to meet her anywhere, I can tell by her resolve that this isn’t optional. “You do realize you live in the same apartment block as Maddy, right? That’s not going to happen. If I’m to play along with this charade, then we’ll do it my way.”

      “Fine then. You choose the location, and I’ll do the rest.”

      Thinking of an area Madison rarely visits, I state, “Meet me on the corner of Warren Street and West Broadway, Tribeca.”

      She happily nods. “I love it when you get all controlling. It shows me that underneath this boring, pussy-whipped exterior lies the man who fucked me until I forgot my own name.”

      I turn my head away, ashamed.

      Juliet steps closer and I close my eyes, sickened by what she says next. “You need to find him again because that man is the real you, not this neutered little bitch she’s turned you into. One way or another, I’m going to help find that man because deep down…we both know you’ll like it. You’re addicted to sin, Dixon. We both are.”

      Just as she raises her hand and attempts to stroke my cheek, I hear an uncertain voice behind me which tears out my heart.

      “Is everything all right?”

      I quickly latch onto Juliet’s wrist and drop it by her side. She smirks.

      “Yes, everything is fine.” I pull my shit together and turn around to face a baffled Madison. Before she has a chance to question me again, I suggest, “Shall we go in?”

      She looks lost, confused, and angry, but nods.

      “I’ll be right in,” Juliet singsongs smugly behind me. “I’m just going to call Dylan. He was going to drop past, but I’ll tell him not to bother.”

      I close my eyes for the briefest of seconds, but remain calm. Madison, on the other hand, looks weak at the knees at the mere mention of her brother. Wrapping my arm around her quivering shoulders, I lead her away from the scheming whore who is far smarter than I took her for. This deliberate ploy is to demonstrate who’s calling the shots. How easily she can break everything I care for.

      “Are you sure everything is o-okay?” Maddy asks in a small voice as we walk toward the house.

      “Yes, everything is fine.” I tighten my hold around her.

      “What did Juliet want?”

      My dick still aches from her touch. “Nothing important. Are you ready for dessert?” I ask, needing to scrub every trace of her off of me.

      She subtly shrugs out from my hold. “I’ve lost my appetite.”

      Before I can question if she’s all right, she steps inside. I follow blindly a second later, taking my seat and engaging in small talk, but all I can focus on is what the hell I just agreed to.

      Have I just sold my soul to the devil?
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      The next day I’m irritated, impatient, and highly strung.

      Thanks to basically being caught red-handed with Juliet, Madison asked me to take her home, complaining of a headache. I knew she was lying, but who am I to judge?

      That’s all I’ve been doing.

      Contrary to what Juliet thinks, I am not addicted to sin. I’m no longer that man thanks to Maddy.

      Riddled with guilt, I reach for my cell.

      How’s the head?

      It’s a lame attempt, but I need to know that she’s still talking to me.

      Fine. Her clipped response just told me to go fuck myself.

      I need to fix this. Let’s do something fun this weekend.

      I’m thankful when she replies, Like what?

      I don’t know. You choose.

      Spending Sat through to Sun with you sounds fun to me.

      Usually, her reply would have me happier than a pig in shit, but now I feel like a complete asshole.

      I can’t Saturday morning, but Saturday evening and all day Sunday, I’m yours.

      What’s going on Sat morning?

      I groan while typing out my bullshit reply. Nothing important.

      I get a simple Okay in return.

      I’m ruining my relationship, but I’m doing this for Maddy, I remind myself.

      I’ll pick you up around 4? I’m still staring at my phone ten minutes later, awaiting her reply.

      I thump my forehead against the desk just as Ms. Vale knocks on my door. “Dr. Mathews. I have the coffee and Advil you asked for. Oh dear, are you all right?” she asks when she steps inside my office.

      “Fine. Just leave it on my desk, Ms. Vale,” I reply, not even bothering to raise my head. Her cautious footsteps reveal she’s approaching me as she would a caged tiger. “Will there be anything else?” I ask when those footsteps aren’t directing her back toward the door.

      She clears her throat. “I, just…I’m sorry to pry, but are you okay?”

      “Never been better.”

      She doesn’t believe a word, but she doesn’t press. “If you say so but…” She unexpectedly pauses. “You may want to change your shirt before Chad arrives.” She then whispers, “You’ve got last week’s tuna salad on the front right pocket.”

      “I was saving it for later,” I reply, failing to disguise my disgust at my sloppy appearance. “Please reschedule my appointment to next week.”

      There is no way I can face Chad, looking and smelling the way I do. I have no idea what this meeting is about, but it can wait. My head isn’t in the game, and I’d only end up fucking things up.

      “Okay, Dr. Mathews. Your ten a.m. is waiting for you in reception.”

      It’s only 10 a.m.? Surely I’ve been here longer than an hour.

      Finally raising my head, I meet her concerned gaze. “Who is it?”

      By her poor attempt at masking her smile, I know it’s bad. “Paul Childs.”

      Groaning, I drop my head back down onto my desk. “Great. Please bring in the Febreze once we’re done.”

      “Of course. I’ll give you a couple of minutes before I send him in.” The door closes, announcing her departure.

      I raise my head, but slump back down a few moments later when Paul strolls into my office, sucking on a pacifier and appearing to be wearing an adult diaper underneath his slacks.

      Today can blow me.
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      When Finch asked to meet tonight instead of our usual Friday night, I was more than happy to oblige. It beats drinking alone, which I’ve been doing since this whole fiasco started.

      “Holy shit! What’s your new cologne? Eau de dog shit?”

      “Hello to you too, Hunter.” I finish my sentence by flipping him off.

      “It’s not my fault you smell like a Tijuana hooker’s cooch on a Sunday morning.”

      Choosing to talk to the adult, I turn to Finch. “Hey, man, how’s the family?”

      “They’re good, Dix. Gabriella just took her first step,” he replies, unable to wipe the smile from his face.

      “That’s awesome. You must be so proud.” I motion to our regular waitress that I’ll have my usual. Scotch. Neat.

      Hunter, as usual, ruins our pleasantries. “Yeah, unlike you, Dix, Gabriella is actually standing on her own two feet.”

      I look down the bar, wondering where my damn scotch is. But of course he gets into my line of vision.

      I finally cave. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      “It means—” he tips his Budweiser my way“—you need to grow some balls and tell that cunt to fuck off and die.”

      Finch splutters up his Coke. I’m convinced Hunter was a poet in his former life.

      “It’s not that simple. I’ve explained to you why I can’t do that,” I grumble, beginning to get sick of my own voice.

      He stubbornly shakes his head. “No, all you’ve done is given me lame-ass excuses,” he refutes. “Cherry Pie will understand that—” I find it amusing that Hunter still refers to Madison this way. The nickname came about when, in true Hunter fashion, he decided to give a ridiculous, yet frighteningly accurate analogy which somehow compared my relationship woes to food.

      “That what?” I interrupt. “That before I met her I was fucking anything that moved? And that anything included my patients, and oh yeah, her diabolical stepsister, who just may be carrying my child.”

      “Maybe you could lead with something a little more subtle?” he suggests, scratching over his stubble.

      “Like?” I ask, waiting for his ingenious speech.

      He shrugs. “Like, I dunno, ‘Hey, Honey Cakes, did you cut your hair? No? Well, whatever you did, you look so pretty, and wow, you look so skinny today. By the way, love your shoes.’”

      I can’t help but laugh at his foolishness. “That’s not going to cut it.”

      “Why not? Girls love that shit,” he claims, sipping his beer.

      “Maddy isn’t just any girl. She’ll call me out on my bullshit. I’m certain she already knows something is up.”

      Hunter blows out a loud breath and nods. “True. That’s why you need to tell her.”

      I run a hand down my face.

      Hunter is right. I know I need to tell her, but I’m not prepared to lose her. And I know that’ll happen if I tell her the truth. Yesterday I told Juliet I would tell Madison myself, but if push came to shove, would I? She’s right. She did call my bluff. I’m stuck between a rock and a horny woman. And I hate it.

      “What do you think, Finch?” He’s been awfully quiet, which usually means he’s thinking.

      He taps the rim of his glass. “Bad language aside, for once I agree with Hunter.”

      Hunter fist-pumps a loud, “Hell yeah,” and adds, “Can I have that in writing?”

      Once again I ignore Hunter’s theatrics. “You think I should tell her?”

      “I think you should tell them both,” Finch replies wisely.

      I pull a pained face, not liking that option in the slightest.

      “I know you’re trying to be honorable, Dix, but there is nothing honorable about that woman. She says she won’t tell anyone your secrets, but do you actually believe her? I mean, she doesn’t have a very good track record.”

      “Not to mention her gash would eat you for breakfast,” Hunter pipes in, trying to be helpful. But he’s not. Both Finch and I turn to look at him, revolted.

      He raises his hands. “What? I’m just saying…”

      “Well, stop saying…anything,” I retort playfully.

      He humphs and sinks low, nursing his beer.

      “So you don’t think she’ll stick to her word?”

      His incredulous look explains it all. “I’m sorry, but you’re better off telling Maddy and dealing with the consequences than tiptoeing around a ticking time bomb. I mean, she’s blackmailing you into having sex with her. That right there is your answer.”

      I sigh, hating that he’s right.

      Hunter chooses this moment to intervene. “You must have been some fuck, dude. Most of the girls I’ve slept with would rather abstain from sex forever than blackmail me into sleeping with them ever again.”

      I roll my eyes. “This has nothing to do with sex, but rather, power.”

      “Well, in that case, why don’t you use your psychobabble bullshit and hypnotize her to stop wanting your cock?”

      “I’m not a hypnotist, you moron. But you do have a point. I guess I could offer her some therapy sessions, considering that’s the reason why she came to see me in the first place. I could try and work out what makes her tick. And then I could persuade her to un-tick off my dick.”

      Hunter nods, looking awfully pleased with himself. “My thoughts exactly. And don’t say I never do anything for you.”

      I rub my chin in thought, as this might work. The only downfall would be that I would have to get inside her head, a place I would rather not be. Not to mention, I have a feeling a lot of sessions would be needed to figure out what the fuck is wrong with this messed-up woman. All of this equates to too much alone time with her.

      Finch sees my dilemma and states, “Just be honest, Dix. The right thing to do is to tell Madison the truth.”

      I down my scotch the moment it’s placed in front of me. Finch is right, but I know if I do tell her the truth and nothing but the truth, I’ll lose her forever.

      My pocket vibrates, indicating I have a text. Reaching in, I hold my breath, hoping it’s not Juliet. I let out the breath when it’s Madison.

      I figured out something fun to do on Sat.

      To say I’m relieved she’s talking to me is an understatement. Oh yeah?

      Yup. I wanna go dancing.

      Dancing? Like ballroom ;)

      LOL! No, you old fart. Let’s go to Cherry Pop.

      Memories of when I saw her there last flood my brain, and I instantly type out an Okay, sounds good.

      Mary wants to tag along. Is that okay?

      Of course. I look at Hunter and grin. I’ll bring Hunter.

      We’re in for an interesting night ☺

      We sure are.

      “So,” I say, looking at Hunter as I place my cell back into my pocket. “Are you back on the ‘women are all evil’ wagon?”

      He takes a long sip of beer before replying. “I never got off.”

      I raise an eyebrow and he smirks. “Oh no, I’ve gotten off, but for the life of me, I can’t remember their names or faces.”

      There was a time when he was preaching to the choir.

      “Great. In that case, you can continue on with the hating on Saturday.”

      “What’s Saturday?” he inquires, appearing suspicious.

      Motioning to the bartender for another scotch, I reply, “We’re going to Cherry Pop.”

      He pulls a puzzled face. “And why would you want to go there? I’d have thought you’d much prefer getting kicked in the balls…repeatedly…over going there again.”

      “Seeing Maddy on that dance floor is worth the pain,” I reveal. Images of her hot, sweaty body have me reaching down and adjusting the dancing currently going on in my pants.

      And just like that, Hunter ruins my fantasy. “And where do I fit in with all of this? You want to see me bust a move on the dance floor, too?”

      “No, you idiot. Her friend is coming so I thought you could keep her entertained.”

      He rubs his hands together wickedly. “Is her friend hot?”

      I laugh when thinking about the fiery redhead. “Yeah, she’s hot in a crazy, kind of psychotic way.”

      Hunter looks like he’s just won the horny male’s version of Lotto. “Sounds like my kind of woman.”

      Unable to hide my grin, I reply, “Good luck with that.”

      “Challenge accepted, Dr. Mathews.”

      He has no idea what he’s in for.

      “Now back to the issue at hand. What are you going to do about the harlot?”

      I groan. What a way to ruin my mood. “I don’t know.” When Finch shakes his head, I add, “I know what I should do, but I’m—”

      “A pussy,” Hunter finishes for me.

      Seeing no point in denying it, I nod. “Yeah, man. That’s exactly what I am.”

      Talking to these guys has just affirmed what I know I have to do. I know the consequences won’t be pretty, but I have to be a man and tell them both.

      “I’ll tell Juliet Saturday,” I reveal, meaning every single word.

      Hunter chokes on his drink. “She’s coming Saturday? Don’t you think that’ll be a little awkward?”

      “Yes, Hunter, that would be a lot awkward. I’ve agreed to meet Juliet Saturday morning,” I clarify, still puzzled as to why she’s requested this meeting.

      “Why?” both Finch and Hunter bark.

      “I have no idea why. But you’re right.” I look over at Hunter, who widens both eyes.

      “Can I get that in writing also?”

      Ignoring him, I firmly proclaim, “It’s time I tell that cunt to fuck off and die.” I raise my glass and throw back my scotch, the celebratory burn tasting of victory. A taste I’ve so missed.
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