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			THANKS TO THE tongue flicking at her fun parts, Maddy Roussoux was having a fantastic night. The blond girl whose face she sat on was petite, barely five feet tall, with softball-sized fake tits and a tattoo of a peacock on her tailbone. She’d been the cutest thing at Montgomery’s Bar and Grill with her short skirt and cowboy boots, so Maddy had done what Maddy did best, and two hours later they were in the Dallas Diamond Hotel, playing a rousing game of Who Comes First?

			Spoiler alert: the blonde did.

			But it was Maddy’s turn just then, and her brown eyes narrowed as the mouth worked her, laving back and forth. The girl had never fucked a woman before, but Maddy’s hands-on (or perhaps mouth-on was more accurate) instructions were detailed. The girl had learned fast. And well. And Maddy was edging closer and closer to a rather lovely come with . . .

			Er . . .

			What was her name? 

			Maddy’s head rolled back, her eyes fixing on the lovely patterned ceiling.

			It’s a C-name.

			Carlie? Candy? Cameron? 

			. . . Shit.

			It didn’t matter so much now, but it would later, when the pillow talk happened. Either Maddy had to rely on her go-to nickname of “dove,” or she’d have to actually remember before she made any unfortunate gaffes that would let Blondie know she was just the result of too much champagne and line dancing.

			I don’t know your name, but hey, thanks for the orgasm! 

			Orgasm. Right. I’m getting close. 

			Maddy’s breath caught in her throat; her nipples hardened. She murmured and licked her lips, grinding herself down on that pretty face with the off-kilter fake eyelashes and the Kardashian-esque contouring.

			“Faster,” she hissed, grabbing that Texas-blond hair and balling it into a fist. She tugged on the girl’s soft tresses, hard enough that the girl’s eyes flew open. Maddy shifted her weight on her knees and whimpered. Higher, higher Maddy climbed, closing in on that perfect moment with the silicone-injected lips nestled right up against her clit. It was right there, right there, right there, and then . . .

			Boom!

			“Carmine! Ha!”

			Two seconds later she let loose with a howl as pulse after pulse rocked through her body. She humped down, drowning the girl beneath her in wet before slumping forward into the hotel headboard, musical giggles escaping her scarlet lips.
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			Maddy emerged from her penthouse suite resplendent in her strapless red Versace dress, Valentino heels, and patent-leather Gucci purse. Carmine had left hours ago—to get home to her husband, she admitted—which Maddy found delightful. Either they had an open relationship, or Miss Carmine didn’t think that infidelity counted because she was with another lady. It was only two fingers and a tongue, after all.

			Maddy paused at the belly-high railing of the balcony on the top floor of The Diamond. It was a glittering hotel, all chrome and glass, with black-and-white marble floors topped by Oriental rugs and leather couches, and a fake fireplace along the back wall because Dallas never got cold enough for real fires. The check-in desk was centered before a two-story water feature, the cascading sheet of water skimming over a rough, faux rock wall with decorative lights. Cherubs with gilded loincloths adorned the corners of the room where ornate dentil-molding met.

			Alex DuMont ran the place—her former brother-in-law—and she stepped into the elevator so she could pay the man himself a visit. When Maddy was married to Sol, Alex had been a constant source of entertainment, though not really by his own design. He was a good Catholic who went to Mass every week and could have advised the Pope himself on matters of Church doctrine. Maddy’s hedonistic lifestyle made him twitch; she flew here, there, and everywhere, eating, drinking, fucking, and snorting to her heart’s content.

			She’d quit the last after the nosebleeds started, but there’d been a time, early in her destined-to-fail marriage to Sol, when they’d had a little too much fun.

			Lately, her fun was more slanted toward poking Good Catholics with sticks and watching them writhe.

			I’m such an asshole.

			A lovable asshole, according to her best friend, Tempy, but an asshole all the same.

			The elevator descended to the base floor, the doors opening with a perky chime. She sauntered toward the black lacquered check-in desk. Behind the counter, a woman in a charcoal-gray pantsuit and a black hijab was busily typing into a computer. Maddy could see herself in the reflection of the woman’s glasses and she leaned forward, elbows perched on the counter, chin nestled in her palm. She eyed the woman’s name tag: Najmah.

			“Hello, dove. I’m looking for Alex DuMont.”

			For a moment, it looked like Najmah wasn’t going to accommodate her—most requests to go straight to the hotel manager at high-end hotels were put to bed quickly and efficiently—but Najmah’s head tilted to the side and she smiled. “Miss Roussoux, yes?”

			“Mmm-hmm. Alex’s former sister-in-law. He loves me.”

			When he doesn’t want to exorcise me.

			If he wanted to exercise me, that’s different. Alex is delicious. Too bad he’s such a fuddy-duddy. 

			Najmah nodded and reached for the phone. “I think Alex has a guest right now, but let me check.”

			“Tell him I’ll wait until he’s free. And that I’ve rented his penthouse for the week and it’s his professional obligation to keep me happy so he can have more of my money.”

			It didn’t take long for Najmah to get Alex live, and for a short but polite conversation to occur. Maddy gazed at Najmah the entire time, flashing all zillion capped, white shark teeth at the woman whenever they made eye contact. Najmah indulged her, matching the smiles, though Maddy was pretty sure in any other circumstance, Najmah would consider macing her, which wasn’t really unwarranted. Maddy, at five ten, tended to loom, and she was a massive flirt.

			“Of course, Alex.” Najmah hung up the phone and motioned Maddy to follow behind her. “This way, Miss Roussoux. He does have a guest, but it’s a friend.”

			“Oh goody, someone new. We like new.”

			Najmah led her past the waterfall and to a glass door artfully tucked off to the side, the lighting done in such a way that only those who’d know to look for the entryway would find it. Najmah slid a card through the security lock and in they went, down a hallway with antique-looking rose print wallpaper and polished hardwood floors. Decorative rugs, small tables with flowers in vases, and tasteful art gave it a homey feel, which contrasted starkly with the ultrasleek, modern front of The Diamond.

			“It’s a little bit country. How quaint,” Maddy commented, her fingers brushing over the wainscoting.

			“Mr. DuMont had it redecorated recently. He prefers a more relaxed aesthetic,” Najmah said, guiding Maddy to the last door at the end of the hallway. It was an oak door, thick and wide, much like the man behind it, Maddy mused. Alex was perhaps the most solid human Maddy had ever met. He was built like an ox, all muscle and girth, and more than once, Sol had referred to him as Saint Viking.

			Which was hysterical, considering Sol was tall and slim like a reed. He used to be able to wear Maddy’s panties when he wanted to . . .

			Or when she wanted him to.

			Ah, my misspent youth. Or well-spent, depending on who you ask.

			Najmah stepped aside to let Maddy pass.

			“Head right in.”

			Maddy winked at her. “Thank you, dove. I appreciate your help.”

			“Of course, Miss Roussoux.”

			“Maddy, please.”

			Najmah nodded but said nothing, ever so professional, ever so Not putting up with your shit, lady. Maddy respected that in a person. She was, as Tempy often put it, perennially irritating.

			She tapped on the oak door and was immediately met with a, “Hello, Maddy.”

			Alex had a deep, quiet voice—the kind that ought to make good music. Sadly, he was tone deaf. She’d found that out at a festive DuMont Christmas party where she’d played piano while all three DuMont boys tried and failed to sing Christmas carols. It had sounded like cats being fed to a paper shredder. Nash was particularly awful and ought not ever attempt music again, because his high notes could and would make the baby Jesus cry.

			“Alex! Darling!”

			She swung open the door, ready for Saint Viking, only to find . . . an entirely different Viking. A very gorgeous Viking. Like, the most gorgeous Homo sapiens she’d ever laid eyes on, and that was saying something, considering her social circles of Hollywood greats and catwalk faces.

			Who the hell are you and why aren’t I sitting and spinning on you yet?

			He was so very tall. Hazel eyes, auburn hair cut just below his ears. She’d never been one of those people who ogled gingers, but oh, this one was worth ogling, with his square jaw, thin upper lip, full lower lip, long, narrow nose, and deep-set eyes. His brows had a perfect arch. His cheekbones were high and sharp and ought to be reproduced in clay. He had a worker tan, the kind that cut off at his elbows and neck from being outside all day. She only knew that because he extended a hand to shake hers and his T-shirt rose up enough to flash a hint of a tan line along the curve of his bulging muscle.

			He smiled, the rascal. It was a lopsided show of teeth and enough to make her moist.

			Fuck, I hate that word, but when it’s apt, it’s apt. I’m swimming right now. 

			“Darren Sanders. Hello,” he said.

			Maddy blinked stupidly for a moment before swinging her gaze over to the mahogany desk in the corner against which Alex DuMont leaned, his arms across his chest, his legs splayed out before him. He was as thick as she remembered, his teal polo shirt stretched over his broad chest and shoulders, the color bringing out his eyes and the gold of his hair. His black slacks were pressed with a seam directly down the middle of the pant legs because Alex was anal retentive and anything off-kilter probably would have resulted in an aneurysm.

			“Alex! I thought I was the only one to collect pretty things around here. Next thing I know you’ll be telling me you have a tiger, too.”

			“No.” He shook his head, his gaze swinging up . . . and up and up. Darren had to be at least seven inches taller than him, and Alex himself was six feet. Maddy rarely considered herself short, but clasping Darren’s hand, she felt minuscule.

			“Darren, this is Madeline Roussoux, heiress and poorly behaved human. Also my former sister-in-law,” Alex said with a wave of his wrist.

			Darren smiled. “Ma’am.”

			“Oh, ‘ma’am.’ He’s formal. I like that.” Maddy squeezed Darren’s hand while she drank in all of his marvelous personage. “The poorly behaved part is true, I fear. I’m the worst. Alex tolerates me anyway.”

			“I somewhat tolerate you. Maddy, Darren’s one of my best friends. He also does a lot of work for me around here. The redesigned front foyer is his doing.”

			“I’ll rent the penthouse for a year, then,” Maddy offered. “Your scenery is superior.”

			Alex rolled his eyes, a small, reluctant smile playing around his mouth.

			“Don’t mind her, Darren. She’s incorrigible.”

			Darren chuckled and rubbed the back of his neck. “It’s fine. So you’re that Maddy Roussoux? From TV?”

			Maddy flashed the smile—not the genuine one, but the practiced one that had graced most glossy magazine covers over the past ten years, including a few of the naughtier ones.

			“Guilty. I’ve made doing nothing but looking fabulous at doing it an art form.” She could have gone into her father’s contribution to building modern computers as everyone knew them. She could have talked about her company’s place in Silicon Valley, her father’s suicide, her mother’s hospitalization, and how she kept the family’s ship afloat, but it was simpler to be what everyone knew: the socialite. The party girl. The walking, talking poster child for American privilege.

			It’s what he expects, so give it to him.

			Darren cocked his head, his brows lifting so high she thought they’d graze his hairline. “I don’t think doing nothing gets you on a Forbes list.”

			She didn’t know how to answer him because no one—literally, not one person in all her life—answered her go-to, blasé introduction with a Forbes mention. It was always a laugh, an offer for a drink, an invitation to an event, pleasant chitchat, and, “So what is X celebrity really like?” Darren blowing straight past the bullshit set her off balance.

			“You read Forbes?” she asked, because that seemed safe. She crossed the room in three strides to pour herself a gin on the rocks at Alex’s sideboard. A glance at the clock showed ten thirty in the morning, and she hadn’t yet had breakfast, unless having Carmine twice counted.

			To hell with it. It’s twelve o’clock somewhere.

			“You sound surprised,” said Darren. “The way I figure it, if you want to do big business, you have to understand big business. Forbes is big business.” Darren shrugged his shoulders, which Maddy would have said were wide, but Alex was in the room, so all other men looked narrow by comparison, even gorgeous behemoths.

			“Country boys can read, ma’am, even if them there letters are hard sometimes,” he added with a thick accent.

			Maddy nearly spit out her drink.

			“No! Oh no, dove. I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to insinuate—”

			“I’m kidding! I’m kidding! Sorry, bad joke. I’m good at those.” Again, Darren rubbed the back of his neck. This time, it wasn’t as endearing, because she’d embarrassed him, and it was written all over his face, from the worry line in his brow to the flush staining his cheeks.

			I was so busy assuming he’d underestimate me that I underestimated him.

			Shit.

			“He really does tell awful jokes. Tell her the one you told me right before she showed up,” Alex said, reaching into his pocket to pull out his cell phone and glance at it.

			Darren perked up. “Which—oh! Okay, sure. Ready?”

			Maddy didn’t think it was rhetorical, not by the way he looked at her, so she nodded and stole another sip of gin, the alcohol burning her stomach like acid.

			“Okay, okay. Want to hear a joke about construction? Wait, no, I can’t. I’m still working on it.” He paused. “Eh? Ehhhh?”

			She stared at him.

			And then she laughed, a big boisterous thing that filled all corners of the room. The joke was so stupid and yet so lovely, and she lifted her glass in a toast, draining it and shaking her head between giggles. Even Alex the Stoic cracked a smile as he pushed himself up from the desk and pointed at the door.

			“We were just about to hit the hotel restaurant for brunch, Madeline. You should join us.”

			“Oh, should I?” She winked over at Darren, abandoning the empty glass on the sideboard and smoothing her hair.

			“Absolutely. How do you like your eggs?” Darren asked as he pulled open the door and motioned toward the hall.

			“Scrambled?”

			“Nice! I prefer mine unfertilized.”

			Maddy laughed again.

			Alex groaned.

			“Stop. Please stop.”

			“Did you hear about the cheese factory that exploded?”

			“I don’t—”

			“There was nothing left but de Brie!”
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			THE FOUR-STAR RESTAURANT tucked into the Dallas Diamond Hotel was surprisingly cozy despite its wide-open design. The trio settled around a silver carafe of coffee near the garden window and commenced ordering. For once, Darren wasn’t thinking about a woman named Kelly Adams Roberts because he was too busy thinking about Madeline Roussoux. He’d seen Madeline on TV for reasons good and bad alike, all glamour puss with her signature red lips, black hair curled just so, skin like cream, and hips for days, but that wasn’t what held his interest. Pretty girls were plentiful when you looked like him, which was probably awful to admit, but the fact was they threw themselves at him and he could have his choice, if he was so inclined.

			He wasn’t exactly choosing Maddy, but he really liked to hear her laugh. It was unabashed, one of those laughs that was so loud you turned your head to see who made such a clamor across the room. Better yet, she was laughing at his atrocious dad jokes—yes, even the one about the Brie, and no, it wasn’t pretend laughter to pad his ego. He could tell because he’d caught her early on . . . not bullshitting him exactly, but there’d been a shift when he’d asked her about TV. She’d put on a mask, a well-polished veneer that spoke to extensive time in the limelight. Her tone changed, her posture changed, her smile even changed, ratcheting up so much he thought her face would break in two. There was nothing wrong with that, but he much preferred the earnest laughing girl seated across from him with a pile of chocolate croissants on her plate.

			“That’s not real breakfast. It’s dessert for breakfast,” Alex said, right before settling into his morning prayer, which Darren bowed his head for out of respect to his friend, but he didn’t actually talk to God, because he and God had a complicated relationship.

			Are you there, God? It’s me, Darren.

			Darren’s stomach grumbled. He was hungry, but Alex was still at it, so he fidgeted in his seat and waited, though his eyes strayed Maddy’s way. She wasn’t doing the God thing, either. Instead, she was looking at her phone, so he felt less like a dirty heathen. One Catholic friend doing their Catholic routine was one thing. Two and you were compelled to do whatever they were doing to be part of the cool kids club. Maddy wasn’t exactly a friend yet, but she was a friend of a friend, and that counted.

			I think.

			Alex crossed himself and retrieved his fork, angling it above a veggie omelet with egg whites, heavy on the broccoli. Darren eyed Alex’s food choice and then his own double-stacked sausage, egg, and cheese on a bagel. It looked like a carbohydrate and grease nightmare, which meant it would be delicious, because all sandwiches were delicious. There was something beautiful about the simplicity of meat stuffed between two slabs of bread.

			“Why so healthy, Alex? Why? Do you not like delicious food? Have you not met our lord and savior, cased meat?” Darren waved his sandwich in Alex’s direction.

			Alex grunted and continued eating. “That’s blasphemy.”

			“No, darling. That’s breakfast. What I did this morning with Carmine was probably blasphemy, though,” Maddy quipped. Alex groaned like she’d pained him, which was her intent if her grin was any indication. She nibbled on the corner of her pastry and a flake fell onto the ample curve of exposed chest above her red dress. Darren followed its trajectory, a little jealous that something as stupid as croissant flakes got to nest on top of those beauties.

			She is hot, I’ll give her that.

			. . . and stacked. And I think she’s flirting with me.

			“Is Carmine your significant other?” he asked between bites, trying to do his mama proud by remembering his manners. He dabbed his face with his napkin to degrease himself, and never, not once, talked with his mouth full. Considering he spent 90 percent of his time with construction workers, this was a feat. The boys got gross when they were hanging out doing their no-girls-allowed thing, which wasn’t really no girls allowed; he just hadn’t met many female construction workers in Dallas.

			“Hardly. I met her last night and we went for a spin. I’d provide details but I don’t want to give Alex a coronary.” She winked at him and doctored her coffee—extra light, no sugar. Darren smiled back mostly because he didn’t know what to say. He wasn’t a casual spin kind of guy—in fact, Alex had once labeled him a serial monogamer, which wasn’t even a real word as far as Darren knew, but it sounded good so he went with it. Darren dated a single girl for a long stretch, and when that was over, went to a new girl, whom he’d date for a long stretch in hopes that one day they’d settle down and squirt out a couple of kids. It hadn’t happened yet, mostly because he . . .

			Well. Okay, if he was being perfectly honest, he had terrible taste in women.

			Just look at Kelly.

			Thinking her name made him wince, and he reached for his black coffee in hopes that the bitterness would purge her from his mouth, his brain, his everything. Kelly had been the pièce de résistance in a long line of not-good girlfriends. She was a drunk, which he didn’t fault her for because it’s a disease, but she got violent when she got drunk and never made it through any of the programs despite her promises. He’d stuck around for a few years hoping it’d turn around, that maybe with enough love and support, she’d get better. She’d had a rough start in life with an abusive family that put her in the system at eleven, and she became a runaway at seventeen. Then came a string of jobs she hated because she wasn’t good with the general public. He’d met her at one of those jobs, waitressing at a barbecue restaurant downtown, and he knew right away she hadn’t had it easy. She wore her damage on her sleeve, but after he managed to make her laugh when she delivered his pulled pork sandwich, he felt like a million bucks.

			Let’s give her a chance. She’s a pretty girl, and smart, and when she’s funny, she’s really funny. Sardonic wit is an underrated art form, he’d thought.

			Scratches, black eyes—his, not hers, because he’d never laid a hand on her—one-sided screaming fights, and a few late-night drunken bailouts from jail eventually wore him down. He’d broken it off only to have her start showing up at his work sites, his gym, the door of his apartment drunk and hostile at four in the morning. Kelly became a nightmare that wouldn’t end, so he’d taken out a restraining order and gotten into therapy. Only on his psychologist’s tufted leather couch did he figure out that the draw of the relationship hadn’t been the woman herself, but the notion of saving her. Being a big damned hero—a white knight—had appealed to him, so he had made her his project.

			Darren liked to think he was a good guy, so having to see his part in their destructive relationship was tough, but he’d learned from it. People aren’t challenges. They aren’t broken toys to be fixed. Loving someone means loving their flaws, not loving the idea of trying to change them.

			Why am I thinking about this when I’m staring at a beautiful woman? 

			Oh right. Because Kelly haunts me like a ghost. 

			He grimaced. Maddy either didn’t notice or she was polite enough not to comment on it, because she turned all zillion watts of her attention Alex’s way. “How are you, dove? I haven’t seen you since . . . my goodness. Three years? No, two. Two years, at your mother’s Easter brunch. I’ve been lazing about on my floaty boat outside New Orleans. I thought maybe you’d drop by to meet Sol’s new cupcake, but here you are wasting away in your shiny citadel.” Maddy popped the last of the first croissant into her mouth and started on the second.

			“The Barrington girl? He sounds serious about someone for once, which is nice.” Alex paused and cleared his throat. “Not to say he wasn’t serious about you . . .”

			“Ha! He was as serious about me as I was about him, meaning he wasn’t. Not really.” Maddy smirked and tilted her head at Darren so she could explain. “Sol and I married less than a week after meeting. We had a few years of fun before things went south, and now we are the best of friends. Divorced best friends, but still. He’s taken up with Rain Barrington. Nice girl. Huge ass. I want to play it like a bongo but he won’t let me.”

			Darren laughed, because what else do you do with that mental image? He’d seen pictures of Arianna Barrington. She was short and blond and blue eyed and very . . . bouncy. Was that the word? She was round all over. Roly-poly.

			She’s fat. It’s not bad to say fat. Rain’s fat. And beautiful. And she does have a big fat ass so I guess if you’re going to play anyone’s butt like a drum . . . 

			Maddy must have read his mind, because she nodded at him sagely, like they shared some great secret. “Right? She’s so very, dove. Just so very, mmm?”

			Darren grinned and started on breakfast sandwich number two.

			It was strange to think that a man could go from Madeline Roussoux to Arianna Barrington. They were both lovely, but they occupied opposite ends of the spectrum. One looked like a movie star from the forties complete with black sunglasses and a big floppy hat. Maddy was Jackie O meets Audrey Hepburn with a porn star body. Rain presented more American pie; she was wholesome looking, like a shrinky-dinked pageant beauty who’d eaten a couple of extra donuts. Alex had said a lot about his brother, most of it not particularly flattering, but he’d never quite touched on the women in his life, both of whom were impressive.

			“I think I’d like to meet the man who can wrangle not one but two heiresses,” Darren said. “There’s got to be a medal for that somewhere.”

			“My brother’s an asshole.” Alex pushed his empty plate away and reached for his herbal tea. “A charming asshole, but an asshole all the same. Pardon the language.”

			“He is, but he’s also . . . how to say?” Maddy whirled her hand around, an elegant gesture that made the bejeweled bangles around her wrist jingle. “Sol can look at a girl and make her think that she’s his sun. That he exists to love her. There’s something to be said for such raw devotion. Rain’s a lucky girl. Hopefully he won’t fuck up with her the way he fucked up with me. I think he learned, though.” Alex’s brow furrowed, and he looked like he wanted to say something, but Maddy reached out to tap him on the nose, wagging her finger at him like she would an errant child. “And before you start asking if I’m still in love with him, no, I’m not. He’s a dear friend, but that ship sailed a long time ago, mmm? I’m the one who drove it out of port.”

			“I know.” Alex’s worry remained in full attendance, but Maddy patted his cheek fondly and it smoothed.

			“Stop fretting. I’m fine. Sol’s fine. Our souls are a little tattered, but you’ll say a prayer for us won’t you? Honestly, Alex, I think he’s better than he’s ever been—yes, even with the divorce. I talked to him this morning. He asked me about little hands and carat sizes that wouldn’t look ridiculous on them. That’s a good sign, and it’s not nearly as rushed as we were.”

			“Well, no, but it’s only been a few months.” Alex sat up straighter in his seat, his fingers splayed out on the fine linen of the restaurant table, the vein in his temple starting to pulse too hard. “He needs to take it slow. Be sure. It’s a sacrament, marriage. Maybe I should go down th—” He was cut off by his cell phone ringing, and he put up a finger to excuse himself before taking the call, half turning in his seat to have his conversation.

			Darren was glad for the interruption. Preaching about the sacrament of marriage to his brother’s ex-wife was a very Alex thing to do, but it wasn’t exactly sensitive or appropriate. He meant well, but he was so severe, so very sure of his own moral core, that serious conversations with him felt like you were being called on the carpet in front of your dad.

			At least, that was Darren’s take, and as Darren hated his own father, that was never a good feeling.

			He swallowed the last of his breakfast and nodded at Maddy, who was busy reapplying her lipstick in a compact mirror. When he spoke again, he whispered so as not to interfere with Alex’s call. “What do you get hanging off banana trees?”

			“Bananas?”

			“Sore arms.”

			“Oh, that’s terrible,” Maddy said, and it was, but that didn’t stop her from laughing too loudly, just like she had at every other joke. Alex shot them both dirty looks before standing from the table and making his way to the window some fifteen feet away. Darren viewed it as a challenge, because obviously, whatever call Alex was on would be made better by Maddy Roussoux’s laughter.

			Sure, be grouchy, Alex. See where that gets you.

			“What do you call a deer with no eyes?”

			Maddy sat up in her chair, so eager for the punch line, so happy and amused, it was glorious to behold. She was a glimmering, effervescent thing with her pink-flushed cheeks and perfectly waxed brows lifted tall in expectancy.

			And all because of my crappy jokes.

			I could get used to this.

			“No i-dear!” he practically shouted.

			Her delight was contagious, and he found himself laughing right along with her. Alex rolled his eyes and walked out of the restaurant, abandoning both of them to the remains of breakfast. His disgust made it all the funnier, and they both chuckled and finished their coffee, shaking their heads at the ridiculousness of G-rated jokes you’d find in a bubble gum wrapper.

			“Uh-oh. I think we’ve annoyed him,” Maddy said. “I mean, I do that all the time. It’s my nature, but I hope he’s not actually cross.”

			“Alex breathes annoyance like oxygen. He’ll get over it.”

			Darren stood from the table to reach for his wallet, but the waitress waved them off. It was Alex’s hotel, after all, but it always made Darren feel awkward that he wasn’t allowed to pay for things, so he laid out two twenties on the table as a tip for the waitress instead.

			Maddy tsked. “Take one of those back. I’ll split it with you.”

			“No ma’am. Can’t allow that.”

			“Oh good. Chivalry. I think I remember that. Is this the part where you go and kill a bear and give me its pelt? I’ll wear it Wilma Flintstone style.”

			“Well, that depends.” Darren didn’t actually know where he was going when he stood. He’d only gotten as far as “out of the restaurant so they could seat other people,” which proved problematic when Maddy grabbed her purse and followed him. Back to Alex’s office? No, that’s probably where he was taking his call. The foyer was loud and busy, so he went through the rotating doors of the hotel and outside, into the blazing Dallas heat. The Diamond was situated between a movie theater and a popular Italian restaurant, but past the restaurant was a pretty park with a water fountain at the center and a lush canopy of trees casting thick shade over the benches.

			Maddy fell into step beside him on the sidewalk, reaching into her purse to pull out what he thought was a pen. When she slipped it between her lips, the tube portion black, the end adorned with decorative silver filigree, he realized it was an e-cigarette fashioned to look like the cigarette holders of yore. His impression that she was a forties actress gone digital was more cemented than ever.

			“Do you mind?” she asked.

			“Not at all.”

			“Good. So about that bear pelt. Depends on what? I have minks, though I probably shouldn’t say that too loud or PETA will spray-paint me orange.”

			Darren paused at a frozen lemonade stand at the entrance to the park and bought two slushies in paper cups. If she didn’t want hers, he’d eat it, but she accepted it, her scarlet lips tipped into a gamine grin around her vaporizer. They chose the bench behind the fountain, which meant they were staring at Davy Crockett’s enshrined-in-stone ass while water looped over his head in dueling arcs.

			“If I can find any Texas bears. We’re short on them. You want to know something funny?” He dug into his lemonade and pointed at the statue before them. “He wasn’t even Texan. He got so disgusted with Andrew Jackson’s shitty politics, he left Tennessee and came out here so he could die at the Alamo.”

			Maddy tilted her head thoughtfully. “I certainly hope that when someone immortalizes me one day, it’s for a better reason than how I died. Like, maybe for my tiger. Or my room of dicks.”

			He nearly spit out his lemonade. “What now?”

			She threw her head back and laughed. “On which?”

			“Both.”

			“Ahhh. Well, there’s Capulet, my tiger. She was a gift from my parents. I have a retired zookeeper on board who’s versed in big cats so I don’t get eaten. Not that she’s ever tried. Richter’s a dollface.”

			“On board? Like, on your boat?”

			“Yes. It’s where I spend most of my time. I prefer it.” She smiled at him. “Something about the freedom of the seas and the ability to get away from it all. I have a cavalier spirit.”

			“I buy that. And the room of dicks?”

			“Ha!”

			She returned her e-cigarette to her purse and dove into the frozen treat, her lips closing around the white spoon and smearing red lipstick on the plastic. “It’s a collection, I suppose. It started as a joke about ten years ago. Get a vibrator, throw it in the drawer, do it again. Soon I had too many vibrators so I used the closet in the guest room and lined them up so I could see them. And then I bought some display pieces and that filled up. I have some really beautiful ones—marbled glass, stone, polished wood—so I had a room on the ship converted for display purposes. There’s a platinum dick, a gold dick. I even have one from the 1600s that’s encrusted with jewels. My big-ticket item is a chair reputed to be from Catherine the Great’s personal collection. It has dicks all over the chair legs. I paid good money for that at auction.”

			“You’re an aficionado. How the hell do you use them all?” The question was out of his mouth before he could think to put on the brakes. Immediately his face felt hot—that wasn’t his business, she was making conversation. Why did he have to put his huge foot in his mouth? Size fourteens were not easy to swallow. “Sorry, I . . . hell. I didn’t mean—”

			Maddy did not care, not one iota. If anything, her grin grew wider, which he didn’t think was possible, but there it was, her smile practically reaching her earlobes. “I don’t. The ones in the room are display only. The personal ones are in the playroom.”

			. . . Playroom.

			A whole room for . . . holy hell. 

			He peered at her, but she just devil-woman smiled down at her frozen lemonade, looking mighty content with herself.

			Darren shoveled more slushy into his face.

			Oh, son. You are in way over your head.
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			MADDY SAT IN the park with Darren, laughing, talking about the wedding that brought her to Dallas for the week. One of her company’s vice presidents had married for the third time, and what was awkward about the event was that his half of the guest list had been the same for his previous marriages, so it was something of a reunion every time he rode the marriage carousel.

			“I went to his first wedding with my parents when I was fourteen, his second when I was twenty-seven, and now this one. His mother remembers me. We talked about the Riviera for an hour and drank horrible wine together at this one, which I don’t appreciate, by the by. I pay my employees far too well to suffer cheap pinot. Next time, I’m writing him a check and staying home.”

			“Damn. Three times?” Darren snagged Maddy’s empty lemonade cup and tossed it in the garbage bin basketball style, his arms shooting up to the sky in victory when he made the basket. “Can’t imagine that. I want to be a one-and-done myself.”

			Maddy ran a hand over her dress, smoothing the wrinkles at her torso. “I hope for your sake that happens, dove. If I do it again, and that’s a big if, it’ll be my fourth. I’m tired of the rigmarole.”

			Darren either couldn’t quite hide his surprise or didn’t bother trying. Nevertheless, she liked his lack of guile. Between big-dollar business and Hollywood social circles, she was usually mired in a sea of artifice and bullshit. By comparison, he was a breath of fresh air. “Three already? You’re so young. Not judging you, just surprised, I guess.”

			“I’m thirty-two! Not so young. My first marriage was to Eduardo, my dance instructor, when I was twenty-one. It lasted a week. My second was to my girlfriend, Jenna, when I was twenty-three, and I doubled my record because it lasted two weeks. We were drunk in San Francisco the entire marriage. When we sobered up, we realized we’d made an oopsie and had it annulled. The last was Sol, which was good for a couple of years, but then his father died and he fell apart and yada yada.” She stood from the park bench and fanned her face with her purse to ward off the heat. The lemonade had made it bearable for a time, but they were back to the dark days of humid volcanoes. “I’m heading back to The Diamond before I melt.”

			“Good idea. I don’t want Alex calling in a missing persons report on us. He’s a little too by the books sometimes.”

			“Sometimes? If you shoved a lump of coal up his ass you’d get a diamond.”

			Darren barked laughter. Maddy grinned, pulling out her vaporizer and taking another drag as she circled Davy Crockett to get to the sidewalk. “Honestly, he’d just assume I’d dragged you back to my she-den to violate you. Worst-case scenario, he’d hose you off with Purell and pray a lot.”

			“Not sure what he’d be praying for. If I’m in your she-den, I went there voluntarily. One benefit to being six and a half feet tall is no one drags me anywhere.”

			Maddy stopped and tilted back her head to peer at his face parts and everything else oh so good about his outsides. The part of her that liked to play games—the power play, the top to the bottom, and you’d better behave—was intrigued by the prospect of taking him on as a fuckpet. The realist said that he’d have to give himself over to it completely and utterly or his size could skew the dynamic.

			It’s hard to manhandle someone who can throw you across the room like a javelin if he so chose.

			Which I’d probably let him do because, good God, he’s gorgeous. 

			She wasn’t usually up for being topped, but when one is presented with a perfect piece of steak, one eats the steak one’s given, however it’s served, without complaint.

			But don’t make assumptions. The exterior does not always equate to what the interior needs or yearns for.

			“You must be fantastic at decorating the tree at Christmastime,” she said. “A bit like the Abominable Snowman from Rudolph, only you have great teeth and slightly less body hair.”

			“Oh, I am. Mama has me put the angel on every year and then proceeds to nag me for an hour while I straighten it just so.”

			“Good woman, knowing what she wants.”

			“Her and my sister both. They take no shit. Ever.” Another shared smile as they walked together, past the Italian restaurant with the chalk sign out front and a street musician playing slide guitar. Maddy paused to fish around in her purse, dropping a fifty into the guitar player’s hat. He couldn’t have been more than twenty, and he stopped strumming to eyeball both the tip and her, and recognizing her from TV, he let out a whoop.

			“Thank you, Miss Maddy! Thank you!”

			“I like musicians. Keep playing, dove.” She winked at him, her practiced smile plastered to her face. She caught Darren studying her, his eyes narrowed like she was an experiment in a petri dish. She tilted her head, was about to ask him if everything was all right, when she heard the bang.

			It was loud and startling. Just like it had been last time.

			Warm wetness splattered across her face and neck. Just like it had the last time.

			There was chaos and yelling. Just like there’d been the last time.

			Maddy’s world went black.
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			“It’s four o’clock,” her mother’s voice rang out. “I’m in the middle of—ow!”

			“I’ll get him.” Maddy pushed herself up from the piano and popped her knuckles. Her hands were tired—Rachmaninoff was murder, but Professor Geller insisted she was ready for his preludes. G-minor op. 23, no. 5 had become her Everest, but three hours a day on the keys and she was getting closer and closer to where she felt she ought to be. The concert was in two weeks.

			She was almost there. 

			“Make sure he’s taken his medicine. Check his trash barrel to be sure he didn’t throw them away?” Mama called out. “He hasn’t asked for the keys to the bathroom so I know he hasn’t flushed them down the toilet.”

			“I will! Where’s the dog?”

			“Locked downstairs.”

			“Good.”

			The last thing any of them needed was a sedated chocolate lab, but that’s what they’d get if they didn’t watch Daddy with Lucy. He’d feed the pills to the dog, the dog would sleep for a day and a half, and the vet would have to come to the house for a fourth time to check her vitals. Dad wasn’t trying to be a bad pet owner. He loved the dog, but he hated the medicine that much. It made him feel dull and lusterless, he said. The problem was, off of it he was in pain. He’d cry. He’d shake. He’d hyperventilate until he collapsed, sometimes bashing his head on a sink or a bureau or whatever hard thing happened to be nearby when his body finally gave out. 

			It’d been that way for a year and a half, since the nervous breakdown no one would call a nervous breakdown. “Emotional exhaustion,” “severe anxiety and depression,” and a few other choice diagnoses were offered by doctors from Harvard and Columbia and Princeton, but Maddy knew what it all meant. Her father, the man who’d built a computer empire because he had a brilliant brain, whose company had far too many zeroes attached to its annual net, had snapped. They’d tried hospitals, but he’d hated them and begged to come home, swearing that there was nothing they could do for him in an institution that private doctors and nurses couldn’t do for him in the comfort of his own home. 
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