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Emma Chase, the New York Times and USA Today bestselling author who created the “hot, hilarious, and passionate” (Katy Evans) novels in the Tangled series, turns her award-winning talents to the erotic escapades of lawyers in love, lust, and compromising positions . . . the Legal Briefs series!


Raves for Emma Chase and her sexy bestsellers


Overruled


“Chase has proven, once again, that she creates heroes who are grounded, successful and lovable . . . There are funny, appealing characters introduced, and watching their love lives unfold is fun.”


—RT Book Reviews


“Overruled is even more proof as to why I have come to look forward to every single book Emma Chase releases.”


—Harlequin Junkies


“Overruled was sexy, fun, and a good read.”


—Fiction Vixen


“If you haven’t read any of [Emma Chase’s] books, it’s time you gave her a go. She’s an incredibly talented and fun voice in contemporary romance.


—Smitten With Reading


Tied


One of PopSugar’s Best Books for Women 2014


“Sublimely irreverent, massively sexy, and so frigging perfect, readers will be bursting with giddy smiles. This, praise Emma, is the ending we all wanted.”


—Christina Lauren, New York Times bestselling author of Beautiful Secret


Tamed


One of PopSugar’s Best Books for Women 2014


“Witty, endearing, laugh-out-loud funny. Emma Chase doesn’t disappoint.”


—K. Bromberg, bestselling author of Driven


Twisted


“A great escape.”


—Katy Evans, New York Times bestselling author of Real and Ripped


“A delicious treat . . . funny, witty, and very sexy.”


—The Book Bellas


“I laughed. I cried. I yelled. I wanted to stop reading, but I couldn’t. . . . Emma Chase really knows how to evoke emotion from her readers!”


—Harlequin Junkie


“Emma Chase grabbed me from page one and put me through the wringer.”


—Caffeinated Book Reviewer


“A yummy read . . . interesting, intense, sexy, and challenging.”


—Literary Cravings


“Is emotional whiplash considered a sickness? I am more in love with this series than I was before, my heart just took a severe beating along the way.”


—The Geekery Book Review


Emma Chase was chosen as the Debut Goodreads Author in the Goodreads Choice Awards for 2013 for her sensational novel


Tangled


Also a Goodreads Best Book of 2013!


“Well-written, clever, and charming.”


—Maryse’s Book Blog


“Total stop, drop, and roll reading. . . . Oh, and the sex . . . completely and utterly scandalicious.”


—Scandalicious


“Addictively entertaining. If you’re looking for a witty, laugh-out-loud insight into the male psyche, look no further: it’s Tangled.”


—Miss Ivy’s Book Nook


“If you’re looking for a laugh-out-loud, can’t-put-it-down, quick read, you won’t be disappointed.”


—Hardcover Therapy


“I give Tangled . . . Five Spectacular, Swoony, Fun, Laugh-Out-Loud Stars!”


—A Bookish Escape


“I seriously enjoyed this book; any erotic romance that you can laugh out loud while reading and then be turned on in the next paragraph is an exhilarating book to read.”


—Schmexy Girl Book Blog


“A perfect romantic comedy told through the eyes of a very cocky and sexy man.”


—Literati Book Reviews


“So, not only is it funny, it’s deliciously hot too! The sex scenes are great. Laced with humor and Drew’s honest, frank way of thinking, they’re just another stroke of genius that make this book such a must-read.”


—Smitten’s Book Blog
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For the heroes.


The champions.


For those who do what is brave and honorable and right.


You’re the reason we believe in happy endings.
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I was never a gymnast, but I’ve always enjoyed watching the sport. The way the athletes fly through the air, the gravity-defying control, the way they make it look so easy. All the routines are amazing to see—but every once in a while, there’s one that really stands out.


It’s solid. Clean. No wobbling, no quick adjustments, no almost-falls. And in these practically-perfect-in-every-way routines, the gymnast always—always—sticks the landing.


That’s how it felt to complete Sustained. Like two feet planted firmly on the ground. Confident. Sure.


Landing stuck.


Finishing a book doesn’t always feel this way. I’ve loved all my books, no question, but there’s frequently the worry that readers won’t love it. Is the plot too much of a stretch? Was it sexy enough, funny enough? Is the voice consistent? Will they be disappointed? Will they want to castrate my leading man (that tends to be a big one for me ;) )?


After edits and revisions, more edits and more revisions, these worries quiet down—at least until release day. But right from the beginning, Sustained felt different. There’s a depth and poignancy to Jake and Chelsea that pulls so hard on the heartstrings and yet is also so fun. Their passion, their hopes and fears, sadness and joy was an extraordinary thing to experience—I couldn’t remember being more excited to share a story with my readers.


Anyone who knows me can tell you I’m generally not an overly confident person. In fact, I’m a little concerned right now that my opening thoughts sound kinda braggy (Drew Evans shakes his head at me). And I genuinely don’t mean it that way. I guess what I’m trying to say is, to me, Sustained feels special. The kind of story that leaves you with a high, that you’ll think about happily, long after The End.


And more than anything, I hope it feels special to all of you too.
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Prologue


I don’t use an alarm clock. I’m one of those people with an internal timepiece that wakes me up at the same time every morning, regardless of how tired I am or how late I was up the night before. I was that kid—you mothers know the type I mean. The kind who makes you beg for just a few more minutes of rest before you eventually lay down the law that no one’s allowed out of bed before the sun shows up.


Which explains why, even though it’s Sunday, my eyelids crack open at five a.m. sharp. I stretch out the sore stiffness in my complaining muscles, caused by lack of sleep . . . and from the strenuous workout after we got home from the bar.


I kick back the covers and climb out of bed, still naked, and walk past the head of soft blond hair that peeks out from under the blankets, to the bathroom. After a satisfying piss, I brush the foul residue from my teeth and splash cold water on my face, slicking back my unruly black hair. With a groan, I crack my neck and stretch my arms.


I’m getting too old for this shit.


But then I remember the finer details of the evening’s second act. The thrill of a new hookup, the verbal gamesmanship—saying just the right thing in just the right way. The sweaty foreplay, the hot, tight fucking, the long legs over my shoulders . . . and I grin.


There’s no such thing as too old.


I walk to my closet for a T-shirt and sweatpants, then silently head out to the kitchen. I press the button on the ready coffeemaker—forget dogs; a good coffeemaker is man’s real best friend. While it brews, I switch on the small flat-screen perched on the counter; the early-morning anchors drone on about the latest world horrors, sports stats, and weather.


Stanton, my roommate from law school, moved out last year to live with Sofia—a fellow attorney at my firm. Stanton’s a hell of a guy, Sofia’s a kick-ass woman, and though they started out as banging buddies only, I could see them going domesticated from a mile away. Having the apartment to myself has been fantastic. Not that Stanton was a slob, but he’s a former frat boy. I’m an organized guy; I like things a certain way—my way. Routine. Discipline. Neat and easy are words to live by. My mother always said I’d make a great military man, if it wasn’t for the authority factor. The only orders I follow are my own.


Steam wafts from my cup of black coffee as I step out onto the balcony, sipping it slowly, while the silent DC street comes alive around me.


The anchor’s nasal voice seeps out from the open balcony door. “I-495 was closed yesterday for several hours due to a collision that claimed the life of noted environmental lobbyist Robert McQuaid and his wife. The cause of the deadly crash is still under investigation. In other local news . . .”


Delicate arms wrap around my waist from behind as small hands fold together over my abs. A soft cheek presses against my back. “Come back to bed,” she whines sweetly. “It’s sooo early.”


Sorry, Cinderella, but the clock struck twelve. The coach has turned back into a pumpkin and it’s time to collect your glass slipper. I never pretended to be Prince Charming.


Some women can handle a nameless one-night stand or a casual hookup. But honestly, most can’t. As long as they understand sex is the only thing I have to offer, the only thing I want in return, I’m up for a repeat. The minute their eyes get that soft, sentimental—or worse—wounded look, I’m out. I don’t have time for games, don’t have any interest in talking about “where this could go.”


I twist out of the blonde’s arms. She follows as I walk back into the kitchen and put my empty cup in the sink. “I’m going for a run. There’s coffee in the pot and cab money on the front table. You don’t need to be here when I get back.”


Plump lips—that were delightfully stretched around my cock last night—now form an unhappy pout. “You don’t have to be an asshole.”


I shrug. “I don’t have to be . . . it’s just easier that way.”


I slip into my running shoes and walk out the front door. 
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Four weeks later


They treated me like a common criminal! It was humiliating.”


Milton Cooper Carrington Bradley. Heir to a renowned international luxury hotel empire . . . and a perpetual client of mine. Chronological age? Twenty. Mental age? Four.


“Stupid peasants didn’t know who they were dealing with! I told them I’d have their jobs.”


Yes—his name is actually Milton Bradley. Obviously his parents are dipshits.


“Especially the head stewardess—she was a rude bitch. You play racquetball with the president of that airline, don’t you, Dad? I want her gone.”


And this particular apple sure stuck close to the tree.


I lean back in my chair as he continues to whine to his father about the unfair rules of the flight crew and all he wants done in retribution. I’m a criminal defense attorney at Adams & Williamson—one of an elite group of rising stars at this firm. But this is the year that counts. It’s time to pull away from the pack—to demonstrate to the partners that I’m one of their own. The stud in the stable. The best.


Unlike my coworkers, who also happen to be my closest friends, I’m not hindered by time suckers like family, girlfriends, marriage, and kids—the ultimate third rail for any career-driven adult. My lack of outside distractions makes proving my commitment to the firm, displaying my skill, just a little bit easier. I like my job. Wouldn’t say I love it—but I’m really fucking good at it. It’s interesting. Challenging. Keeps me on my toes. Because criminal defense isn’t about defending the weak or protecting the innocent—it’s a game. Taking the hand you’re dealt, the facts of the case, and spinning them to your advantage. Outsmarting, outmaneuvering the prosecution. Winning when all the odds say you can’t.


The downside?


I have to spend my time with fucknuts like Milton Bradley.


He slips a cigarette out from his pocket and lights it with a flick of his Zippo. He jerks his head, flopping his thin blond hair back off his forehead as he releases a cloud of toxic smoke from his nostrils. Like an impotent dragon who doesn’t know how to blow fire.


“You can’t smoke in here.”


“Who says?” he replies with a challenge in his eyes.


Moving smoothly, I’m out of my chair and in front of him, looming like a black cloud ready to thunder. I’m aware of my size—six five, two hundred and twenty-five pounds of rock-solid muscle—and the effect it has on people. I’m pretty goddamn intimidating, even when I’m not trying to be. But at the moment?


I’m trying.


“I say.” My voice is low—menacingly quiet.


When you mean what you say and say exactly what you mean, there’s rarely a need to raise your voice. Yelling is a sign of desperation, an indication that you’re out of options, with nothing behind your back but volume.


I hold out a styrofoam cup with a bit of cold coffee left on the bottom. Without a word of complaint, Milton drops his cigarette into the liquid. It goes out with a hiss, leaving an unpleasant odor in its wake.


Most of my clients are wealthy, some not so much. But they all find their way to my office door because of similar personality traits. They’re cheats, con men, those who think they’re above the rules the rest of us have to follow, general lowlifes, their violent nature concealed by a smiling face. Criminal defense really isn’t so different from proctology. In both fields, it’s one asshole after another. This line of work isn’t for the faint of heart—you have to have a strong stomach. And my stomach is steel.


“How do we make this go away, Jake?” the elder Bradley asks from his chair beside his son. His eyes, nearly as black as his suit, regard me with an acceptable level of respect. Because he understands what his progeny doesn’t: that while I may work for him, he needs me more than I will ever need him.


I walk back behind my desk and look over the arrest report in front of me.


“The witnesses said your behavior was erratic—threatening.”


“They’re lying. Envious slime,” Milton sneers.


“The stewardess said she smelled marijuana when you exited the first-class cabin bathroom.”


His eyes shift nervously to his father for just a moment, then settle back on me. Chin raised—so offended. “I smelled it too. Must have been one of the other passengers.”


I make a note on the file, just to amuse myself. I’ve passed kidney stones bigger than this kid’s brain.


Justifications and explanations. Some days I feel like I’ve heard them all. I couldn’t help myself. He made me do it. She asked for it. I was asleep. I was walking the goddamn dog. It’d be nice if they put at least a little effort into their bullshit. Originality used to mean something.


“Some advice for future reference?” I tell young, entitled Milton. “Don’t screw around with the Federal Aviation Administration. They’re very sensitive these days and they’ve got the budget to make your life miserable.” Then I turn to the father. “And in answer to your question, Malcolm, it’d be easier to make this go away if your son could refrain from getting himself arrested every few weeks.”


Two DUIs, a disorderly conduct, and an assault in a bar fight—all within just the last three months. I bet you think that’s some kind of record.


It’s not.


“So you’re saying we can’t win?” Milton asks, his voice cracking like he’s Bobby from The Brady Bunch.


My lips slide into a half grin that feels cold on my face.


“Of course we’re going to win. You took medication before the flight for anxiety. That’s our angle. A bad reaction to the pills, which explains your offensive behavior. A sworn statement from the prescribing physician should be sufficient.”


It’s almost too easy.


I point my finger at him. “But for the next six weeks, you need to stay home. Keep your name out of the papers and off of TMZ. Don’t drive, don’t go out to the clubs, don’t fart in a public place. You understand?”


Malcolm grins and places his hand on his son’s shoulder. “We do.” The three of us stand. “As always, thank you, Jake. We’re lucky to have you on our side.”


“I’ll be in touch.” And with a handshake, they’re gone.


•  •  •


Two hours later I’m sliding into my suit jacket, ready to head out to lunch. I automatically straighten my tie, adjust my collar—to ensure the scattering of tattoos that begins at my collarbone, wraps around my right shoulder, and trails down to the end of my wrist is covered. It’s a bitch in the summer, but the presence of ink tends to make my upper-crust clients uncomfortable, and it’s never well received by judges.


My secretary, Mrs. Higgens, walks into my office. Mrs. Higgens is the classic little old lady, right down to the pearl necklace and spectacles—the kind you’d expect to be sitting in a rocking chair crocheting blankets for dozens of grandkids. She’s terrific at her job. I’ve been accurately called a coldhearted bastard on a number of occasions, but I’m not sure if even I could muster the level of callousness that would be needed to fire her.


“There’s a young lady here to see you, Jake. She doesn’t have an appointment.”


I fucking hate walk-ins. They’re unexpected and unpredictable. They screw up my schedule, and my schedule is sacred.


“I’m on my way out.”


Mrs. Higgens looks at me sideways and drops an unsubtle hint. “She’s very pretty.”


I glance at my watch. “Fine. But tell her she’s got five minutes and five minutes only.”


I sit back down and a few moments later a petite, dark-haired woman enters my office. I’d say she’s in her late twenties, attractive, with a banging little body under those beige slacks and that prim yellow cardigan. But her shifty eyes and jittery movements dampen the appeal.


Looks matter, but confidence is by far the most alluring accessory a woman can wear.


Mrs. Higgens closes the door as she exits, and the brunette walk-in stands in front of my desk.


“Hi,” she says, glancing ever so briefly at my face before staring back at the floor, pushing her hair back behind her ears.


“Hi. Can I help you?”


That gets her looking up. “You don’t remember me, do you?” she asks, hands twisted together.


I study her face, more carefully this time. She’s neither remarkably beautiful nor outstandingly fugly. Just kind of . . . generic. Forgettable.


“Should I?”


Her shoulders hunch as she covers her eyes, muttering, “Jeez, I thought this was going to be hard enough . . .” She sinks down into one of the chairs across from my desk, perched on the edge—ready to run. After a beat, she adds, “We met last month at the Angry Inch Saloon? I was wearing a red dress?”


Nope, doesn’t ring any bells. I’ve met lots of women at that bar and when available, I go for blondes. They’re not more fun . . . just hotter.


She brushes her dark bangs to the side and tries again. “I asked you to buy me a drink, and you did. A cosmopolitan.”


Still nothing.


“We went back to your place after I told you about walking in on my boyfriend having sex with my best friend?”


I’m drawing a blank.


“While he was wearing my favorite pink nightie?”


And we have a winner. Now I remember. Made me think of Marv Albert, the sportscaster with a penchant for women’s lingerie—and assault and battery. And yet, he’s still on TV.


Only in America.


“Yes. I remember now . . .” I squint, working on the name.


“Lainey.”


“Lainey.” My fingers snap. “Right. What can I do for you?” I glance at my watch—two minutes left and I’m out the door.


She’s back to nervous and jerky. “Okay, there’s no easy way to say this . . . so I’m just going to say it.”


Sounds like a solid plan.


She takes a big breath and rushes out, “He didn’t just take my best friend and my best lingerie . . . he left something behind, too.”


How poetic.


“Syphilis.”


•  •  •


That sound you just heard? That’s me thinking, What the fuck did she just say? I actually stick my finger in my ear, to clear out the water that’s obviously clogged in there from my morning shower, distorting the hell out of my hearing.


But then she speaks again. And it sounds exactly the same.


“Yeah, syphilis.”


My stomach seizes, and there’s a really good chance I’m about to lose my breakfast.


“I got my test results back a few days ago. The people at the clinic said I needed to contact everyone I’ve had sex with since him. And that’s only you. I remembered your name and you said you were a lawyer here in DC.” She flaps her hands. “So . . . here I am.”


She might want to move a little bit to the right. I’m definitely going to blow chunks.


She breathes easier now, looking relieved that she got it all out. How goddamn nice for her.


“Do you have any questions, Jake? Anything you want to say?”


Motherfucking hell, I should’ve just gone to lunch.
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I wasn’t always so committed to structure, dedicated to routine. In my younger years, I was the epitome of the bad boy. The badder the better. I’ve got the scars, the tattoos, and the sealed juvenile criminal record to prove it. In those days I had a major temper and an even bigger chip on my shoulder—a dangerous combination. And I let both rule me the way crank controls a meth head. It was only after a major scare—a near fucking miss that almost decimated my life—that I went legit. With the guidance of a crotchety old judge who took me under his wing and kicked my proverbial ass, I was able to lock up the bad boy and throw away the key.


Because he saw something in me that I’d never seen. Potential. Promise. The possibility of greatness. Sure, my mother always predicted it, but as far as my screwed-up brain was concerned, she didn’t count. All moms think their kid is the next Einstein or Gates or Mozart just waiting to happen.


He accepted me for who I was, scabs and all. But he refused to accept that that was all I was. And when someone believes in you, goes out on a limb for you when they have no obligation to do shit—it has an impact. It made me want to look in the mirror and see the man he knew I could be.


And today, that’s the fucker who stares back at me. Controlled. Powerful. Top of his game. Sure, once in a while the temper rattles the cage, but I keep that shit locked down tight. The bad boy gets out to play in a limited capacity—on a short, thick leash. Women love a man with an edge; they get all wet and quivery for a tough guy—so that’s his playground. ’Cause when it comes to fucking . . . like I said . . . the badder the better.


It’s that practiced restraint that allows me to keep my standing lunch appointment, even though eating is the last thing I want to do. But it’s a ritual. Me, Sofia, Brent, and Stanton—the current fab four of criminal law. Sometimes it’s in our offices, most times it’s held at any of the taverns or cafés located within blocks of our firm. We’re sitting at one of those places now—at a round, checkered-clothed curbside table, the March air and afternoon sun just warm enough to eat outside. Stanton’s morning court session ran over so he’s late to the party.


Sofia stands up when he approaches, smoothing down her sleek black skirt, her four-inch heels lifting her to eye level with her boyfriend.


He kisses her with smiling lips and a sappy expression. “Hey, darlin’.”


She runs a hand through his blond hair. “Hi.”


Brent leans back in his chair, his dark blue gaze glinting with mischief. “I don’t get a kiss?”


Stanton pulls out Sofia’s chair for her, then sits in his own. “My ass is always available for you, Mason.”


“Actually, I was talking to Sofia.”


“Her ass is off-limits,” Stanton replies, scanning the menu.


Stanton Shaw is a good old boy—in every sense of the term. Originally a Mississippi farm boy, he’s honest, loyal, has a low tolerance for bullshit, and exudes an easy, genuine charm that women find irresistible—as do juries. We met in law school and became roommates shortly after that. He’s a heavy hitter around the firm—his record is as impressive as my own—and he’s got his eye on a partnership. But, unlike me, Stanton has baggage. Cool, sweet baggage, sure, but baggage all the same.


I don’t like kids—too needy, too whiny. Stanton’s daughter, Presley, is the sole exception. She lives back in Mississippi with her mother, Stanton’s ex, but she comes to DC often enough that my friend has more than earned his Daddy moniker. And he relishes it. If sunshine took human form, like some Greek myth, she would be Presley Shaw. She’s just a great fucking kid.


After we order, talk turns to our latest cases, the goings-on at the firm. Who’s stepping on whose toes, who has a figurative knife ready to perform a good backstabbing. This isn’t gossip; it’s intel. Ears to the ground to gather the information we need to know to make our next move.


Our food arrives and the conversation shifts to politics. DC may be a large city, but when it comes to strategy and alliances, it resembles an episode of Survivor. And everyone’s salivating to vote someone off the island.


But I’m only listening to them with one ear. My other ear is still ringing with the revelation of my unexpected visitor. Lainey. Not likely to forget her name again. I try to stay calm about it, but my sweaty palms betray me. And unless I’m hitting the bag at the gym or running my seven miles a day, I don’t fucking sweat. I consider the odds that I’m actually infected and what that means for me. I think about how I came to this point—the choices I should have made differently to avoid the sick feeling in my stomach that makes me leave my meal untouched.


Brent’s voice pulls me out of my head. “What’s wrong with you today?”


I meet his inquisitive stare with a bland one. “Why would you think something’s wrong?”


He shrugs. “You’ve gone way beyond the strong silent type and are approaching selective mutism. What gives?”


Brent is a talker. A sharer. He comes from a family of extreme wealth going back several generations. But his parents aren’t the cold, silent aristocrats you’d imagine. Sure, they’re kind of eccentric, which I find entertaining as hell, but they’re also warm, funny, giving people and they passed those qualities on to their son. Because they don’t actually work, Brent’s family members have way too much time on their hands—so they’re also way too involved in each other’s personal lives. There are no secrets in the Mason clan. Last month his cousin Carolyn emailed the family newsletter with her ovulation date attached, so everyone could keep their fingers crossed for her.


And I’m not even kidding. They’d make a fucking hysterical reality show.


When he was a kid Brent was in an accident, hit by a speeding car. He survived, minus the lower half of one leg. But he’s good with it—self-pity is not in his vocabulary. His pretty face probably helps in that regard—and the fact that women practically beg for him to screw them doesn’t hurt, either. He’s also a big believer in therapy. I suspect he’s dished out more cash to therapists over the years than he paid for his house.


I am not a sharer or a talker. But we still get along—a yin-and-yang kind of thing. Brent has a knack for dragging me out of my shell in a way that doesn’t make me want to punch him.


But not today.


“I don’t want talk about it.”


His eyes lock on me like a fighter pilot on a target. Or an annoying younger sibling. “Well, now you have to talk about it.”


“Not really,” I say flatly.


“Come on—spill. Tell us. Tell us. You know you want to. Tell us.”


Stanton chuckles. “You might as well just come out with it, Jake. He’s not gonna stop until you do.”


I offer an alternative. “I could break his jaw. Having it wired shut would stop him.”


Brent strokes his newly grown, manicured beard. “Like you’d do anything to mar this priceless work of art. That would be a crime. Just tell us. Teeeeeell us.”


I open my mouth . . . then pause . . . staring hesitantly at Sofia.


She reads me loud and clear, and rolls her hazel eyes. “I grew up with three older brothers. And I live with him.” She points at Stanton. “There’s literally nothing you could say that I haven’t heard before.”


O-kay. I take a breath and force the words from my lungs. “Turns out a woman I nailed last month has syphilis. I have to get tested.”


Sofia coughs on her drink. “I stand corrected.”


Brent laughs, the bastard. “Man, that’s awful.”


“Thanks, asshole.” I glare at him. “You sound real broken up about it.”


Brent reins in his hilarity. “Don’t get me wrong, it sucks, but syphilis is cured with a shot—it could’ve been worse.” His voice lowers. “You wanna play, sometimes you have to pay. It happens to the best of us. I had a bad case of seafood critters once myself.”


“Seafood?” Sofia asks.


Stanton fills her in. “Crabs, baby.”


Her face scrunches up. “Ewww.”


Stanton wags his finger at me. “I told you one day that revolving pussy door was gonna pinch you.”


“Thanks for not saying I told you so.”


“Anytime.”


When he was single, Stanton wasn’t a monk. But his hookups were more of a slow burn. He dated. Had a solid stable of women he felt comfortable calling when he wanted to get laid.


I don’t roll that way. It takes too much energy, too much time. A woman’s mind and personality don’t turn me on. It’s her other parts that hold my attention.


I feel the need to defend myself. “It’s not like you two are so discriminating. I’ve seen some of the women you’ve fucked. Those were some pretty low bars.”


“I resent that,” Brent tells me. But his grin says he kind of doesn’t.


“At least I knew their names,” Stanton counters. “A little bit of their background, tastes, history . . .”


“Sure,” I argue, “ ’cause right after ‘Nice weather we’re having,’ a chick is gonna throw out, ‘Oh, FYI—I have syphilis.’ ”


Stanton thinks on that a moment, then shrugs. “She might, actually. You’d be surprised what you could learn if you took the time to talk to women. And even if she didn’t tell you, when you get to know a woman, you get a feel for what kind of person she is. That goes a long way in deciding who you don’t want to stick your dick into.”


I hate to admit he has a point, but he does. And I resolve in this moment—if my tests come back clean—to get to know the next woman I intend to stick my dick into. At least a little. So I’ll never—ever—have to deal with this shit again.


Sofia leans forward, bracing her elbows on the table. “Did you call your doctor?”


“Yeah. I have an appointment tonight.”


I avoid doctors like the bubonic plague. On some level I know it’s ignorant, but I think the stress of knowing you have a fatal disease kills faster than the disease itself. I’d rather not know.


Give me a sudden heart attack in the middle of a fantastic lay or argument in the middle of a courtroom any day. That’s how I want to go. Many, many years from now.


“You know what the worst part’s gonna be, don’t you?” Brent asks. The bastard is still grinning.


“This isn’t the fucking worst part?”


He shakes his head. “Nope. The celibacy, my good man. No fun times for you for probably about two weeks. Until the test results come back.”


“Two weeks? Are you screwing with me?” My dick aches at the idea; it might as well be two years.


He nudges my shoulder and I want to hit him. “Afraid not. You and Hanna are going to be monogamous for a while.”


My eyes squint, ’cause I have no idea what he’s saying. “Hanna who?”


He waves his palm. “Hanna Hand.”
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Two weeks later


Brent was right. It’s been two of the longest, slowest weeks of my life. I’ve worked out so much I busted my weight bench. Hanna and I have been spending way too much time together. The sex is stale and she’s starting to get clingy. Time to kick her to the fucking curb.


I’m not a nympho, I don’t need to hump every night, but two weeks is a major dry spell. It hasn’t been pleasant—and neither has my mood. With every day that’s passed, I’ve become exponentially more unbearable. I’m tense. Short-tempered. On edge.


Essentially, really goddamn horny.


Stanton has taken to avoiding being in the office with me. The afternoon I threatened to rip his tongue out while he was getting frisky on the phone with Sofia may have had something to do with that.


And even though today is the day I’m hoping to end the fast, anxiety about my test results has me even more stressed out. Which is really bad news for the client who just stepped into my office.


Milton I-Can’t-Follow-a-Simple-Motherfucking-Direction Bradley.


Milton I-Got-Arrested-Because-I-Was-in-a-Car-That-Got-Pulled-Over-with-Ten-Bags-of-Heroin-in-the-Glove-Compartment Bradley.


The door rattles on its hinges as I throw it closed behind him and level my darkest glare at him. He puts his hands in his pockets and walks to a chair like he’s strolling through the park, not a care in the world.


Not today, dipshit.


As he slouches in the chair, I sit behind my desk and fold my hands to keep from punching him.


“What did I tell you?” I ask him.


“It wasn’t mine.”


My voice gets lower. Sharper. “What. Did I. Tell you?”


His eyes drop, like he’s a submissive dog. “You told me to stay home, but—”


I hold up my finger. “There is no but. I told you to keep your sorry ass home, and you’re too much of a fucking idiot to listen.”


He stands up, his face turning from white to an angry pink. “You can’t talk to me like that! My father pays your salary.”


I stand too—and I’m a lot scarier at it than he is. “Sit. Down.”


He does. I stay standing. “I did just talk to you like that, asshole. And lightning didn’t strike me, so get over yourself. As for your father, no, he doesn’t pay my salary. But even if he did, I wouldn’t hesitate to call you the stupid, dickless moron you are.”


He gets more flushed with every word.


I sit back down, my tone turning more philosophical. “Do you know what happens to boys like you in prison, Milton? Wealthy, pretty, sweet-smelling boys?”


And he goes from pink to pale in no time flat.


“Unless you have a secret fantasy about getting your ass torn apart, you need to get it through your thick skull that the only thing standing between you and a cellmate named Chewbacca is me.”


He finally looks frightened.


“And because it’s my job, I’m going to keep your undeserving ass out of prison whether you want to cooperate or not. Got it?”


He nods and smartly keeps his mouth shut.


“Now—are your fingerprints on any of the heroin bags?”


He shakes his head. “No. I never touched them.”


Perfect. Chances are I’ll be able to work around his latest arrest.


I take out a business card from my top drawer. “When you leave my office, go straight to this address.”


He examines the card. “What is it?”


“It’s a monitoring company. They’ll fit you with an ankle monitor that will tell them if you leave your house. If you do, they’ll notify me.”


He opens his mouth to argue.


“Not a fucking word, Milton. This is your last chance—you screw this up, it’s plan B all the way.”


“What’s plan B?” he asks, like it’s an option he’d rather consider.


“I beat the ever-loving shit out of you. You can’t get into trouble if you’re in traction.”


He swallows so hard, I hear it. “O-okay,” he stutters. “For real this time, I’ll listen.”


My expression remains stony; I’m not giving an inch. “For your sake, you damn well better.”


•  •  •


Two hours later, I’m in an exam room at my doctor’s office, sitting on the table with that stupid paper crinkling under my beige slacks. I check my watch. He’s late. As if my mood wasn’t black enough, I really hate to be kept waiting.


With nothing better to do, I glance around the walls of the room. Framed medical certificates from Yale, a poster on proper hand-washing technique, an advertisement for the flu shot, and a reminder to get your prostate exam.


Just shoot me now. Put me out of my misery.


And for the thousandth time in two weeks, I swear I’ll never find myself in this position again. No more nameless hookups. No more jilted girlfriends with self-esteem issues looking to lose themselves in a stranger fuck. From here on out, it’s dating only. I’ll get to know them. I’ll become goddamn choosy, no matter how unappetizing it sounds.


Finally the door to the room opens, and in walks an unfamiliar face in a white coat. Light brown hair, tiny dark eyes, a smooth chin that appears to have never met a razor.


He looks fucking twelve.


“Can I help you?” I ask.


He glances up from the file in his hands, smiling. “Good morning, Mr. Becker, I’m Dr. Grey.”


I fleetingly look at the door, expecting his father to walk in behind him. “You sure?”


Good-natured teeth flash. “Yes, I’m sure I’m a doctor. I’m new to the practice. Dr. Sauer had a family emergency so I’m covering for him today.” He turns a page in the file, scanning the contents. “Before we discuss your test results, let’s go over the recommended protocols for safe sexual intercourse, including condoms, spermicidal lubricants, birth control—”


I hold up my hand. “Let’s not. I’m good with all that. Just give it to me straight—are my results good or bad?”


•  •  •


I raise my bottle of beer, clinking it against the three raised glasses. “Clean as a whistle.” I haven’t smiled this much since I won my first case. I’m practically giddy, for Christ’s sake. My cheeks are getting sore.


“Congratulations,” Sofia tells me happily.


“Healthy, wealthy, and wise,” Stanton says. “Here’s to stayin’ that way.”


“Damn straight.” I take a drag from the bottle. I don’t usually drink at lunch—and I never get drunk, even on the weekends. I’ve always associated being wasted with weakness, a lack of control, hazy thoughts, and regrettable actions. But this is a special occasion.


“So what’s your plan now?” Brent asks. “As if I didn’t already know, you randy bastard. I’ve seen the way you’ve been leering at poor Mrs. Higgens. Desperate much?”


I flip him off. Mrs. Higgens is pretty much the only female in my radius who’s exempt. Which leads me to my next question. “So . . . what’s the typical schedule with the whole dating thing? How long before one gets to the actual fucking?”


“Three dates,” they all answer simultaneously.


My eyebrows rise. “Three dates? Seriously? Are you guys, like . . . more religious than I ever knew?”


“You’ve never heard of the three-date rule?” Sofia puts a forkful of Caesar salad into her mouth.


When I shake my head, Stanton explains. “The first date, you talk, see if you can stand to be in the same room together for more than an hour. The second date is like . . . verification that you’re both actually the person you seemed to be on date one. And the third date is the sweet spot—let the good times roll.”


Seems like a lot of effort just to get laid. I wonder if the pussy is better if you actually know the girl’s name.


“Wait a second,” Sofia pipes up. “Does this mean you’ve never dated? Never had a girlfriend? Even in high school?”


I shake my head. “I wasn’t exactly boyfriend material in high school. And the girls I hung around with weren’t interested in that kind of thing.”


“That’s kind of cute, Jake,” she teases. “It’s almost like you’re a virgin.”


I frown. “Except, not at all.”


“I’ve got a date on Friday,” Brent tells us. “With Lucy Patterson from Emblem and Glock.”


Emblem & Glock is another DC firm with whom we regularly compete for clients.


“Sleeping with the enemy, huh?” Stanton asks him.


Brent shrugs. “She’s smart, gorgeous, and doesn’t think I’m a prick when I complain about a newbie prosecutor who refuses to make a deal. Plus, the professional competition thing is kind of hot.” He looks my way. “I could see if she has a friend. We could double.”


I do the calculations in my head. “That means the earliest I’ll be getting any is Sunday. And that’s only if I blow my whole weekend on a woman I haven’t even laid eyes on yet.”


That doesn’t work for me.


“You have an alternative?” Brent asks.


As a matter of fact, I do.


•  •  •


Some guys have a problem hooking up with a woman they work with. They’re afraid it could turn awkward. Complicated. But not me. And especially not in this case. I figure already knowing each other’s names, having seen each other come and go for the last seven years, shaves at least one date from the three-date rule. Gotta love the efficiency.


Camille Longhorn works in the billing department of my firm. Single, five ten, about a hundred and twenty pounds, long legs, fantastic rack, dirty-blond hair, and a face that resembles a young Elle Macpherson. When I asked her out to dinner four hours ago, I was desperately hoping her hair wasn’t the only thing dirty about her.


But that was then.


Now? Not so much.


Because after listening to her drone on about things I could never care about; after hearing the high-pitched snorting laugh that makes me flinch involuntarily every fucking time she does it; after watching her compulsively twirl her hair and scratch her head, to the point where I feel like I’m crawling with an infestation of angry invisible spiders—I’m just not interested anymore.


At all.


It’s like that fat-suit Gwyneth Paltrow movie a few years back. Now she’s hot . . . now she’s not.


“And then I said, that’s above my pay grade!”


Squeak-snort.


Squeak-snort.


Squeak-snort.


Oh god. Please, stop talking.


I try to block it out. To focus on the important things—like the round fullness of her tits straining against her beige sweater. I imagine how they would feel cupped in my hand, between my lips, under my tongue with her thighs around my waist and—


And there’s spinach in her teeth. Or arugula, maybe.


My dick hangs his head. And yet I somehow manage to keep my face impassively polite as I point at her mouth and say, “You have a . . . something . . .”


“Oh! Thanks.”


She lifts a knife and picks her teeth in the reflection.


I never realized that the downside of getting to know a woman before I screw her is the possibility that I might not want to screw her after I know her. That a personality could have such a devastating effect on desirability. It’s depressing. My whole worldview is blown to bits.


When the check comes Camille starts to take her wallet out of her purse, but I wave her off. I toss a couple fifties on the table and together we stand, put on our coats, and head out onto the sidewalk. We walked here after work, so the good news is, I don’t have to drive her home.


“Thank you for dinner, Jake.” She smiles up at me. “This was fun. We should do it again sometime.”


I open my mouth to tell her no thanks. Honesty has always been my policy. I don’t have the time or will for sugarcoating. But I stop myself—because this is dating. Spin, half-truths, white lies, keeping options open and bases covered are what you do when you’re dating. And maybe she’s having an off day. Maybe the next time I see her she won’t be annoying and I’ll actually want to fuck her brains out. It could happen. And I’d hate to shoot myself in the cock if that is even the slightest possibility.
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