
		
			[image: Cover Image]

		

	
		
			Thank you for downloading this Pocket Star Books eBook.

			

			Sign up for our newsletter and receive special offers, access to bonus content, and info on the latest new releases and other great eBooks from Pocket Star Books and Simon & Schuster.

		

		
			CLICK HERE TO SIGN UP


		

		
			or visit us online to sign up at
eBookNews.SimonandSchuster.com

		

	
		
			[image: Cover Image]

		

	
		
			“She had to lie down there under the boughs of the tree, like an animal, while he waited, standing there in his shirt and breeches, watching her with haunted eyes. . . . He too had bared the front part of his body and she felt his naked flesh against her as he came into her. . . .”

			—D. H. Lawrence, Lady Chatterley’s Lover

			“By using technology to accomplish our human goals we end up missing out.”

			—Katherine Losse, The Boy Kings: A Journey into the Heart of the Social Network
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			Chapter One

			The night would be a turning point, the hinge between everything I knew and expected, and the unknown. It was a shift in fortune that should have thrilled me, but didn’t. Of course, I couldn’t admit that. Instead, when my boyfriend told me his great news, I smiled and agreed to go along for the ride. Because that’s what you do when you love someone.

			He didn’t notice that goose bumps had broken out over my entire body. Even in the heat.

			And it was hot. The muggy air clung to the hallway, choking the stairwell as we climbed the five flights with our heavy bags from Whole Foods. The thought occurred to me that we should move the graduation party from our apartment to a nearby bar in the Village, but then what would I do with all the food?

			“Do you think we bought enough stuff?” I asked Cliff, surveying the bags now covering the kitchen counter.

			“Connie, we have enough food for twice as many people as can actually fit into this apartment.”

			He had a point.

			Our apartment, a fifth-floor walk-up on Jane Street in the West Village, was tiny. And it had warped floorboards and a mouse problem and virtually no closet space. But we’d made it our home.

			My parents weren’t too happy about me moving in with my boyfriend before I’d even finished college, but it was nothing compared to the absolute shit storm Cliff stirred up with his parents by dropping out of college.

			“You know, we don’t have to have a whole big party tonight,” he said, putting his arms around me. “I could think of a few ways to celebrate, just the two of us.”

			“A few ways, huh? Sounds creative.”

			I knew he was only half-joking about canceling the party. Cliff wasn’t the most social person. He preferred one-on-one company or small groups. Big bashes were my thing. But since I was the one graduating, I was holding firm on this one. “We can do that kind of celebrating after everyone leaves.”

			His phone beeped. I shot him a look.

			“You promised,” I said. One day of no work—that was the only graduation gift I wanted from him. And believe me, it was asking a lot.

			He let it go to voice mail.

			“Thank you,” I said, squeezing his hand.

			At age twenty-two, Cliff was CEO of his own tech company. Even though he’d been sailing through NYU on a full scholarship, he’d dropped out sophomore year after inventing a Twitter-like social networking platform that he named after me: Chatterbox.

			No, it wasn’t because I talked a lot, though I was way more social than Cliff. It was a play on my last name, Chatterley.

			It started with a “what if?” conversation between the two of us in bed late one night in his dorm—the idea of something like Twitter, but more flexible in user-generated content. Cliff was a gifted computer programmer. (He told me once that he “dreamt in code,” and he meant it literally.) He started playing around with algorithms at three o’clock that morning, and Chatterbox was born.

			It was genius.

			I brushed a lock of dark hair out of his eyes. Cliff might be a computer geek, but he looked like an MTV creation, handsome as a boy-bander with his narrow frame and shaggy hair and Calvin Klein–model cheekbones. Lucky for me, he was oblivious to his good looks.

			“Of course your graduation means something to me,” he said, kissing me. “I’m so proud of you.” He pulled me away from the kitchen toward our bedroom.

			“Cliff, no—I need to put the food away . . .” I said, putting up an admittedly lame protest. The truth was, I wanted him. I always wanted him, since the first time I saw him in our freshman-year English survey class.

			He kissed me, and I melted into the sweet familiarity of his touch, the food forgotten. I closed my eyes as he pulled off my tank top, baring my breasts (I couldn’t wear a bra in that heat). He bent his head to gently suck on my nipples, making me moan.

			Cliff told me all the time that he loved my body—that I was the most beautiful woman he’d ever known. At first, I hadn’t known how to respond to that kind of flattery. I was, as they say, a late bloomer, and I guess it took a while for my sense of myself to catch up with the reality of my looks. After years of cutting it short, I’d grown my brown hair long. I stopped trying to cover up the light smattering of freckles across the bridge of my nose with foundation. Cliff said he liked my freckles and always made a point of kissing them.

			“I love you,” he said, sliding his hand down my body, pulling me against him. I felt him hard against my thigh, and I pressed my pelvis against it, getting excited by the friction.

			His breathing quickened, and I reached for his cock, stroking the length of it through his khakis. Cliff kissed my neck as my fingers worked to open the button of his pants, pulling them down as he worked on getting me out of my jeans. Quickly, our bodies found each other, pressing close, impatient. Cliff stroked me between my legs and then slipped a finger inside of me, his touch practiced and familiar. I was so wet already and, realizing this, Cliff moved on top of me, his cock parting me with gentle assurance, his face against mine. I kissed his cheek and circled his back with my arms, sliding one hand down to his ass.

			“Cliff,” I whispered as his thrusts quickened, our bodies pulsing together.

			His face twisted in concentration and pleasure, his breathing quick and heavy, a sheen of sweat on his forehead. I felt overwhelming love for him, something bigger than sex. But then the quivering deep inside me took over, and my thoughts grew hazy, until all that was left was the commanding throb at the deepest point where my body met his, a building pressure that finally gave way to release. My pleasure unfurled in spasms that played against his cock.

			“Come with me,” I urged through the fog of my orgasm. It was just words—we never came together. Still, I said it as I always did, the words themselves now his trigger for climax, even if it was too late to meet me simultaneously.

			Cliff cried out, his thrusts frantic, his cock vibrating inside me in a way that almost triggered another orgasm—almost. Still, I enjoyed witnessing his ecstasy, as I always did.

			Slowly, he rolled off of me and we lay side by side, damp and panting. We looked at each other and I smiled.

			“Wow,” he said.

			“Totally throwing off my party prep schedule,” I said with a teasing smile, running my hand over his chest.

			“Hey, if I’m getting nothing done today, I’m bringing you down with me,” he said, squeezing my hand. We stared up at the ceiling in companionable silence.

			He sat up. “Did you hear that?”

			“No, what?”

			“Someone’s knocking at the door.”

			Cliff pulled on his pants and T-shirt. When he left to tend to the front door, I gave myself a minute to lie alone on the bed, content. Happy in the moment.

			When I got up to take a shower, I figured that by the time I got out, whoever was at the door would be long gone.

		

	
		
			Chapter Two

			Ivy Bolton knocked again on Cliff’s apartment door.

			Technology’s biggest rising star didn’t have a functioning doorbell. Go figure.

			She shifted with irritation. It had to be ninety degrees in the hallway. She didn’t appreciate having to make this little house call. Why the hell hadn’t he answered his phone all day?

			“Hey,” Cliff said, opening the door. His clothes were rumpled and his shaggy dark hair was mussed. Ivy smelled sex.

			Great. She was busting her ass at Chatterbox on a Friday when most people her age were hopping on the Hampton Jitney, and Cliff was busy banging his useless girlfriend.

			“Why haven’t you been answering your phone?” Ivy said, walking past him into the apartment.

			“I promised Connie I’d take a day off,” he said. “Remember? Her graduation party?”

			Connie this, Connie that. Didn’t Cliff realize that a girlfriend was a time suck he didn’t have the luxury of indulging in right now? Chatterbox was about to hit the stratosphere. After a year and a half at the company, working side by side with Cliff as his assistant, his sounding board, and the only business-minded person amongst a crew of brilliant but myopic coders, Ivy knew they were about to turn a corner. Connie would just have to celebrate her stupid graduation without him.

			“The guys from Evergreen Capital called. They want to meet with us.”

			“Today?”

			“Today. Four thirty.”

			Cliff ran his hand through his hair. “Bad timing,” he said. She watched him check his phone.

			“There’s nothing bad about this, Cliff,” she said.

			He checked his phone. “Yeah, you’re right. They left me a message two hours ago.”

			“Of course I’m right! You can’t do this, Cliff. Dropping off the grid for a day isn’t an option at this stage of the game.”

			He nodded. “How did they reach you?”

			“They called the office line,” she said. The “office” line was a second cell phone that Ivy carried with her at all times. “We need to prep.”

			“I’m going to take a quick shower,” Cliff said.

			Ivy pulled out her laptop. “I’m going to check that presentation we showed them last month. Is it updated?”

			“What’s going on?”

			Ivy turned to find Connie standing on the other side of the living room, her long hair wet around her shoulders, her doll-like brown eyes bright, a flush in her cheeks.

			Ivy turned her attention back at her computer screen, trying to quell the burning jealousy in her gut. She couldn’t wait for the day when Cliff got rid of Connie. A day she felt was as inevitable as Chatterbox’s success.

			*   *   *   *

			Ivy Bolton was the last person I wanted to see.

			But there she was, hunched over her laptop in my living room, dressed in her uniform of ripped jeans and combat boots, despite the heat. Her hair was dyed an inky black, and cut in a blunt bob that framed her pale face, which was ornamented with a stud in her right nostril. If a filmmaker were casting the role of a badass girl hacker, he’d want Ivy. But even though she looked the part, the truth was, Ivy wasn’t a tech person. Yet somehow she’d managed to make herself indispensable to Cliff.

			“Hi, Ivy,” I said, “what brings you by today?”

			“Cliff wasn’t answering his phone,” she mumbled.

			Yeah, and? But nothing else was forthcoming. I turned to Cliff, who looked like he was about to take a bullet.

			“Can I talk to you for a sec?” I said to him, motioning for him to follow me into the bedroom.

			I closed the door. He couldn’t look me in the eye.

			“What’s going on?”

			“Conn, I’m sorry—something’s come up and I have to go into the office for a few hours.”

			“Cliff!”

			“I know, I know—but it looks like Evergreen Capital is going to make some sort of investment. I don’t know for how much, but it will be something. You know how stressed I am about the servers.”

			Chatterbox was growing so fast, Cliff needed to buy new servers or one day it would just crash. It would cost him twenty thousand dollars—money he didn’t have.

			“Will you be back in time for the party?”

			“I don’t know yet. I’ll text you.” He kissed the top of my head. “Thanks for understanding.”

			But I didn’t understand.

			*   *   *   *

			By eleven, I was fading.

			The apartment was hot and damp with the exuberance of a party at its peak. The keg was kicked, the music had downshifted from Neon Trees to hits from the eighties, and our thrift-shop Persian carpet was littered with discarded shoes, bags, and a few stray iPhones.

			It had been hours since anyone had asked me, “Where’s Cliff?” By now, everyone was lost in the drunken haze of their own good time. Everyone but me.

			Four hours earlier, Cliff had texted me that the Evergreen Capital people wanted to go to dinner. By nine, I’d stopped checking my phone for updates.

			“Hey, cheer up,” said my older sister Hillary, carrying an armload of empty Corona bottles into the kitchen and setting them on the counter. “Boy genius finally decided to grace us with his presence.”

			“Cliff is here?” And just like that, the wondering and waiting and slow burning resentment of the past few hours evaporated.

			I made my way through the crowd until I found Cliff talking to one of his former soccer teammates, a friend from back in the day when he’d actually had time to play the sport that had made him an All-State champion in high school.

			“Hey,” I said, touching his arm.

			Cliff excused himself from the conversation and took my hand. “Come outside for a sec,” he said.

			The hallway was cooler than our apartment, and I pressed my back against the smooth stone banister of the stairwell.
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