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			“I believe the life of the body is a greater reality than the life of the mind: when the body is really awakened to life.”

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

			“Really great leadership, especially in a start-up, is about knowing when to say no.”

			—Sean Parker, referring to Facebook founder Mark Zuckerberg in Digital Leader: 5 Simple Keys to Success and Influence

		

	
		
			Chapter One

			“Cliff,” I say. “We need to talk.”

			I’ve said it, and I can’t take it back.

			I wonder how many seconds will pass before I have to make the confession that might end our relationship. I kiss Cliff’s face, wanting to enjoy the last moments of unblemished love—which can never be unblemished again, thanks to me.

			“Actually, I want to talk to you about something, too,” Cliff says, surprising me.

			I know I should admit my sins before I lose my nerve, but coward that I am, I indulge in a few more moments of him holding me. “Oh? What’s up?”

			My heart is pounding. I wonder if I’ll be able to hear his words over the drumbeat of my racing pulse.

			“I’ve been doing a lot of thinking, and I’ve decided not to go public for now.”

			At first, his words barely register. Go public? He’s talking about Chatterbox, when I’m about to confess to having an affair? That just shows how absolutely worlds apart we are. Maybe it’s good that I’m going to tell him—give him a jolt of reality.

			But then he keeps talking.

			“It’s not even about what’s best for Chatterbox. It’s about what’s best for our relationship.”

			I sit up. “Our relationship?”

			“Yes,” he says. “I know that the travel I would have to do would put even more strain on us. And I won’t do that—not until I know that we’re strong enough to go through it. Together.”

			I hadn’t thought it was possible to feel any more wretchedly guilty, but evidently I was wrong.

			“Are you sure?” I ask.

			“I wasn’t sure when I was just weighing what was best for Chatterbox. Dukes did make a strong case, and now that I’ve seen some of the politics out here, I know having him in our corner would fortify the company. But when I factor you into the equation—and I do, Connie, despite what you think—then it’s a clear decision. An obvious decision.”

			I hug him so tightly, I can feel his heart beating. My eyes tear, and I don’t know if it’s from how touched I am by his words, or out of fear for what I’m about to say.

			“Cliff, that means so much to me. It really does. But maybe you should just do what’s best for the company right now.”

			“I know why you’re saying that—because you think I’ll resent you later if this turns out to be a bad decision. But I won’t, Connie. I know what I’m doing.”

			“No.” I shake my head. “That’s not why. It’s just that . . . I was thinking maybe we need some time apart. Maybe that’s what’s best—for us, and for the company.”

			I can’t bring myself to confess. Not after what he’s said. But I also can’t keep going the way I have been. I need to leave.

			“No way,” he says, very emphatically.

			“Cliff, just hear me out. I know I’ve been pressing you to spend more time with me, but I see now that it’s wrong. The whole point of you being out here is to make Chatterbox happen. But being out here is not good for me, and it’s not good for us. So I think the best thing for me to do is go back to New York for a while. I don’t want to be apart, but trust me, if I stay out here, it will be a disaster.”

			“Connie, I’m not going to live three time zones apart. You’re not being rational. Do you hear what I’m saying? I will do what I have to do on my end to make this work. All I ask is that you do the same. And that doesn’t mean moving back to New York.”

			No. It doesn’t.

			It means ending things with Mellors once and for all.

			*   *   *   *

			“I think Connie Chatterley is having an affair,” Ivy said.

			It was perhaps the only news worthy of the dramatic glass room she was seated in, the centerpiece of which was a chrome-framed fireplace.

			When she’d called Dukes to tell him she had to speak to him, he said he was too busy at the office and that she would have to come to his house later that night.

			She didn’t know how she could contain the news.

			The more she thought about, the more certain she felt that Connie was banging her trainer. Why else would he be leaving the house an hour after Cliff said the training session ended? And why else would she have been sitting out back, staring into space half-dressed, like the dazed accident victim in the opening of David Lynch’s Mulholland Drive?

			It was too perfect. She couldn’t have asked for more if she’d had a direct line of communication to whatever powers guided the universe. Connie was doing the nasty with one of Cliff’s employees. Priceless!

			And so she showed up at Dukes’s seven-thousand square-foot modern masterpiece of a house. She realized, upon this visit, that she had barely seen any of it the night of his party last month. Clearly, the first night they met he had not found her worthy of the grand tour. But tonight she was treated to a look at the indoor saltwater pool and spa, a 1,200-bottle climate-controlled wine cellar, a digital home theater, the executive office and library, and a glass-floor walkway on the second floor that gave her vertigo.

			Now Dukes sipped his red wine, gazing at the fire. The flames sparked and crackled, and Ivy was drawn into watching them as well. She took a gulp from her own glass, feeling the warmth from the pricey cabernet spread through her, making her limp. It was a moment of perfect contentment. She felt she could sit there forever, in the glow of the fire, awaiting Dukes’s response to her information.

			“What makes you think so?”

			She eagerly relayed the scene she found when visiting Cliff’s house that morning. But she had to admit, the description of the events sounded less damning than they had appeared.

			“If this were a trial, I think you’d have a tough time with the jury,” he said.

			“You think I’m wrong?” she said.

			“No. I didn’t say that. But there’s no smoking gun.”

			“So what should I do?”

			“Find one,” he said.

			“Okay,” she said. “And then what? Tell Cliff?”

			“No. Don’t do anything about letting Cliff know until you talk to me. We want to use this information at the most strategic moment.”

			She wasn’t sure what that meant, but she nodded to acknowledge that she would follow his lead. “Um, also, he just hired Connie’s sister to do PR for the company.”

			From the look on his face, Dukes found this more shocking than the news of Connie’s affair.

			“In what capacity?” he asked, standing to retrieve another bottle from the bar opposite the fireplace. When he returned to his seat, she saw that he was opening Scotch.

			Ivy shrugged. “I don’t know. Freelance. She worked for some big fashion PR company in New York, and now she’s out here.”

			Dukes shook his head. “These Chatterley girls really have their hooks in, don’t they?”

			Finally! It was as if he were reading her mind.

			He poured a splash of Scotch into a crystal tumbler, and handed it to her. Although she didn’t enjoy whisky, she would pretend. Anything to stay in the good graces of her ally.

			And she did mean anything.

			“Do you know anything about this bottle of Scotch?” he asked.

			She examined the smooth curves of the bottle, the amber liquid inside, the small gold label. The words “The Balvenie” etched on the glass.

			“No,” she admitted.

			“There are only eighty-eight bottles in the world. Ten in this country,” he said.

			“Wow. Must be expensive.” She immediately regretted her words. How gauche!

			But Dukes didn’t seem to mind.

			“At thirty-thousand dollars a pop, I’d say you’re right.”

			Her hand froze midway to bringing the glass to her lips.

			“But,” Dukes continued, “what’s thirty grand when you’ve just told me something that is worth its weight in gold?”

			“The Connie thing?” Ivy said, allowing herself to finally take a sip. It tasted like burnt leather. Very expensive burnt leather.

			“I know I said hold the information until we need it, but considering what you just told me about Chatterbox PR now being handled by Connie’s sister, that might be sooner than I’d anticipated. Cliff is clearly misguided. He’s lucky he has you to set things right.”

			Dukes focused his pale-blue eyes on her, and she felt herself glow with satisfaction. She felt something else, too—a surge of attraction and adoration for this man, this man who not only recognized her true value but who would lead her to the riches she so deserved. Tom Dukes was the holy grail she’d been searching for. She’d thought she’d found it in Cliff, but he had let her down.

			She knew that Dukes would not.

			This belief in him, this certainty that he would fulfill her quest for success, manifested itself in the most intense physical attraction she had ever experienced.

			She shifted in her seat, crossing and uncrossing her legs in the timeless, primal signal of sexual availability. She felt certain that he had invited her to his house not just to privately discuss her intel, but also to punctuate their meeting with another scorching sexual encounter. He hadn’t seen the evidence of her willingness to please him yet—the handiwork of the merciless Ukranian woman at Stript.

			And he wouldn’t have to look too hard to discover it; she wasn’t wearing panties under her short denim skirt.

			Ivy held his gaze across the room, the only sound the faint crackle of the fire. Her heart beat slightly faster, and she silently willed him to give her some signal that he wanted her.

			But he didn’t.

			Swallowing her pride—and her nerves—Ivy stood and slowly walked toward him. He watched her without moving. When she was directly in front of him, he slowly reached for her thigh, running his hand up her leg until he reached her bare pussy. He smiled.

			And then the doorbell rang.

		

	
		
			Chapter Two

			Dukes looked at his watch. “I didn’t realize it was so late already.”

			“Are you . . . expecting someone?” Ivy said, pulling her skirt back into place.

			“Yes. I have plans tonight. I didn’t anticipate our meeting would run so long.”

			He had invited her over without any intention of hooking up?

			He really had just wanted the information. Ivy was mortified.

			Dukes excused himself to answer the door. Ivy stared after him, wondering if she should get her jacket and bag and leave. Not knowing what to do, she simply stayed, acutely aware of the tingling sensation between her legs that Dukes’s brief touch had left. Ivy heard voices in the hall, and moments later he reappeared with his guest.

			She was leggy and blond and dressed like a mannequin in the display window of Chanel. Her sleeveless knit dress clung to pert breasts and tiny waist, and she was perfectly accessorized with gold Bulgari jewelry. In her cream-colored platform heels, she had to be close to six feet tall.

			Ivy immediately felt short, cheap, and extraneous.

			“I’ll be in touch next week,” Ivy said, retrieving her bag from an end table and walking to the door.

			The blonde sat on the pristine white suede couch, a piece of furniture that Ivy wouldn’t have touched if she were covered in Saran wrap.

			“No need to run off. I haven’t even had time to make introductions,” Dukes said, calmly pouring a glass of Scotch for his guest. “Ivy, this is Nadine. Nadine, this is Ivy.”

			“Nice to meet you,” Ivy said. Beam me up, Scotty.

			Nadine smiled at her sweetly.

			“You’re welcome to join us,” Dukes said.

			Surprised, Ivy looked at him. Was he teasing her? Simply being polite?

			She didn’t want to slink off like the ugly stepchild of the evening. But she didn’t want to be a third wheel, either.

			“So how do you two know each other?” Nadine asked, sipping her drink.

			As uncomfortable as Ivy felt, Nadine seemed supremely at ease. She also seemed remarkably unruffled about showing up for a date to find another woman at the house.

			If Ivy had been in her position, she’d be shooting daggers about now. All things considered, this was a “fake it till you make it” moment.

			“I work in tech,” she said, putting her bag down. She walked back to the black leather settee she had been sitting on and, with a slightly shaking hand, picked up her own glass of Scotch and took a sip, welcoming the slow burn.

			Dukes sat on the white couch next to Nadine. Facing them, Ivy felt like she was at a job interview. Had she made the wrong decision to stay?

			Dukes leaned in and said something to Nadine that Ivy didn’t catch. Nadine responded with a laugh and toss of her long hair.

			Ivy sipped her drink, glancing at the door.

			“Well, I should be going. Thanks for the drink,” she said, setting her nearly full tumbler on the glass table nearby.

			“Bring me that,” Dukes said, gesturing to her Scotch.

			Oh, of course. He wasn’t going to leave such expensive Scotch sitting around like it was Diet Coke.

			Ivy carried her glass to him. He did not take it from her, but instead touched her leg exactly as he had just before Nadine’s arrival. The gesture was surprising, thrilling, and terrifying.

			She stood completely still, clutching the Scotch, as his hand moved slowly up her thigh. She told herself that he wouldn’t move his hand under her skirt. Surely not even bold, aggressive Tom Dukes would do something so wildly inappropriate.

			She glanced over at Nadine, who was calmly watching her with a small smile. The smile told Ivy that Dukes would not be stopping.

			Ivy quickly looked away from Nadine as she felt Dukes’s fingers brush between her legs, back and forth lightly as she stood stock-still. Then, just as quickly, he moved his hand away. Thank goodness—he did have some sense of limits.

			“Stay there,” he said, reaching for his drink. Ivy’s heart began to beat fast, and she felt perspiration under her arms.

			Dukes dipped a finger in his Scotch, then slid his hand back under her skirt, wetting her pussy with the liquor.

			Ivy stared straight ahead, not daring to look at Dukes or at Nadine. But out of the corner of her eyes, she could see that Nadine had inched closer to Dukes, her hand in his lap.

			Dukes pressed a finger inside Ivy, and her body responded with a flood of desire. Her mind and body had never felt more disconnected. She was mortified by the public display he was pulling her into, and yet she found herself writhing against the steady strokes of his firm fingers, quivering with every brush of his thumb against her clit. But when he began unzipping her skirt, even the strong tide of sexual arousal wasn’t enough to allow herself to show her bald pussy to the curious eyes of a strange woman.

			Just when her mind was on the verge of full revolt, she had the fleeting thought that women do irrational things for men. And then she thought of Connie’s trainer—the discovery that Dukes had called “worth its weight in gold.” She thought of how it felt to have a truly powerful ally for the first time in her life—and she could taste success just as surely as she could taste the sting of that thirty-thousand-dollar Scotch.

			Dukes stopped touching her just long enough to let her skirt slide to the ground. Ivy saw Nadine’s long, manicured fingers open Dukes’s pants, and she watched, mesmerized, as the woman unleashed his thick cock, fully erect. Nadine took it in her hand, and Ivy looked away.

			Dukes once again dipped his hand into his Scotch, and again wiped the liquid on her pussy. It was more this time, enough to drip down her thigh.

			“That shouldn’t go to waste,” he said to Nadine.

			She took her cue, abandoning his cock to drop to her knees in front of Ivy.

			To Ivy’s shock, Nadine placed her hands on her hips, and dipped her head down to lick the trail of scotch on her thigh. Ivy looked down at Nadine’s blond hair as she trailed her mouth upward, until her tongue grazed the edge of her pussy.
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