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			“But what when folks find out?” he asked at last. “Think about it! Think how lowered you’ll feel, one of your husband’s servants.”

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

			You can never underestimate rivals. Stay vigilant, and make sure your product is one step ahead.

			—Jeremy Stoppelman, YELP CEO

		

	
		
			Chapter One

			The question hangs in the air, like an accusation.

			Will you marry me?

			How many times have I imagined those words coming from him? And now the moment is here, and I can’t even look at the ring, knowing it might sway me. I’m certain that I cannot give Cliff the easy answer, the tempting answer, the word that will, on the surface, make everything all right.

			I cannot say yes.

			The silence is deafening, and I look out at the mountains in the distance. They remind me of how far we are from home. I stand up and walk toward the edge of the terrace, looking at the way the mountains frame the sky as the light fades. Such an alien sight. In New York, the skyline always seems so grand and imposing. But it’s nothing compared to the natural beauty of Southern California.

			This distance, this remove from the life Cliff and I had begun together at NYU, makes it easier to keep my back to him as I say, “I don’t think this is the right time.”

			I feel like a coward, and force myself to turn around once the words are out of my mouth.

			Not surprisingly, Cliff looks stunned.

			After a few seconds of recovery, he gestures for me to come closer to him, and I walk slowly, as if wading through water. He pulls me onto his lap, and the familiar warmth of his touch, the smell of him, is almost enough to make me say, “Just kidding!”

			But then I think of another set of arms so recently around me, another scent that made my insides twist into a knot that could only be undone by the weight of his body on mine. . . . 

			“Connie, what’s wrong? Is this about being out here? Or about my working so much? Are you that upset with me still?”

			“It’s not that I’m upset with you,” I say, my chin resting on his shoulder as he strokes my back. “I just don’t feel like we’re in the best place. I mean, we’re still figuring everything out. We can’t plan a wedding right now.”

			Plus, I’m having an affair. There, I admit it to myself. You sleep with someone once, it’s an unfortunate indiscretion. Twice, you’re full-blown cheating. I should do the right thing, and not only turn down his proposal, but also take a break from the relationship until I figure things out.

			But the truth is, I don’t have the nerve. I’m scared to lose him. I do love him. I’m just not happy. Is that possible? To love someone and not be happy? I always thought being in love equaled happiness. If it’s not, then how do you know what relationship to be in?

			Cliff strokes my hair, and I’m thankful he’s taking this so well. But that’s Cliff—he’s always calm and measured. He thinks things through. He solves problems. But to solve a problem, you need all the information.

			And he must never have all the information when it comes to this problem.

			“I admit that it might be tough to plan a wedding right now. But I’m asking you to accept this ring as a . . . a gesture of my intent. We’re going to make this work, Connie. I know I put Chatterbox before our relationship sometimes. But it won’t always be this way.”

			“It’s not all your fault,” I say, because it’s true, and because I can’t let him think he’s the only one to blame.

			“So, please, take this ring, and know that when things calm down, we will plan a wedding.”

			I pull away from him, shaking my head, unable to speak. I might be a cheater, but I have to draw the line somewhere. I can’t wear his ring until I know that I am capable of saying those vows one day.

			“I’m sorry,” I say, and stand from his lap, walking shakily back inside the hotel room.

			*   *   *   *

			Hillary Chatterley crossed Park Avenue at 17th Street, buzzing with anticipation. It was her Friday night ritual: She left the office at six, walked the three blocks to the W Hotel, and picked up the key card for room 727.

			It was their standing room, chosen for the numbers that matched up to the date 7/27—the night she and her boss had begun their affair.

			Affair. Such a dramatic word. Really, it was just two people with sexual chemistry who liked to let off a little steam once a week. She didn’t feel guilty about it, and if Ron did, he never mentioned it. But, then, he never mentioned his wife, either. Didn’t mean she didn’t exist.

			The first-floor bar was packed with postwork revelers. It was a room palpable with desperation for fun, and Hillary passed through it as quickly as possible.

			In the elevator, she pulled her MAC compact out of her Marc Jacobs bag and checked her face. Yes, makeup was intact. Fall was a great time of year for clandestine sex. By the end of the day during August, she had been a shiny mess.

			The elevator pinged her arrival on the seventh floor, and she stepped out into the quiet hallway.

			She slid the key card into the door and pressed the heavy handle down to open it. Usually, she had only a few minutes to change out of her clothes and drape herself across the bed, wearing her latest lingerie—always something picked up at La Petite Coquette earlier in the week. She never wore the same thing twice, and it was getting expensive.

			Hillary closed the door behind her, dropped her handbag on the dresser, and hurried into the bathroom, where she shed her Calvin Klein skirt and blouse, ran a comb through her thick blond hair, and then walked back into the bedroom wearing only her four-inch Michael Kors heels and her underwear: a red lace demi-bra and matching lace boy shorts.

			She arranged herself on the bed so that Ron would have an optimal view when he walked in: Her stomach was flat, her breasts jutted out, and her legs stretched out long with just the slightest flex to show her lean thigh muscles (thank you, SoulCycle). She was breathing fast, but calmed herself down by counting to ten backward.

			Usually she and Ron found a way to sneak in a quickie during the week, but things had been too busy the past few days. So she was especially ready for him that night, and while it was sweet when he showed up with flowers or some other surprise for her, she hoped he didn’t bother stopping anywhere on the way over. She just wanted him to get his ass in that room and fuck her.

			After a few more minutes, she finally heard the door click open. The sound had the Pavlovian effect of making her instantly wet.

			She listened to his footsteps as he approached the bedroom, and smiled in anticipation.

			And then . . . 

			“So you’re the whore who’s been fucking my husband.”

			There, standing in the doorway instead of Ron, was his very, very pissed-off wife.

		

	
		
			Chapter Two

			I wake up tangled in the unfamiliar bedsheets with the sinking feeling that something went wrong last night. Then it comes rushing back to me—the proposal, my refusal, and the crushing sense that my relationship with Cliff has reached the point of no return.

			The curtains are still closed, the room is dark, and Cliff is nowhere to be seen. I’m not worried that he’s already left. It’s a Friday, and he probably went somewhere he can make phone calls and work on the computer without disturbing me.

			It’s the perfect chance for me to do what I’d been dying to do since turning down Cliff’s proposal last night: call Hillary.

			The room is chilly, so I pull on one of the white terry-cloth robes hanging in the bathroom. I don’t even own a robe at home, but whenever I’m away, they somehow became indispensable.

			I take my phone with me to the terrace. At nine in the morning, it’s warm enough to know that we will have another day in the eighties.

			I sit in the same chair I’d been in when Cliff pulled out the ring. It feels sad—like a bad luck chair. I move to a settee a few feet away and dial my sister.

			The call goes straight to voice mail.

			“Hill, it’s me. Call me when you can. I want to talk to you when Cliff’s not around, so if I don’t pick up, just leave me a voice mail with when I can catch you.”

			In the distance, a couple with two young children walk past carrying towels and floaties for the pool. The man, probably only a few years older than me, takes the canvas bag off the woman’s shoulder and carries it for her. One of the children, a girl, runs ahead and the woman trots after her. Watching them, I feel a pang. What am I doing? That could be Cliff and me in a few years.

			If I don’t screw everything up.

			“Hi, babe. Have you been awake long?”

			I turn around. Cliff stands in the doorway, dressed in khakis and a white polo shirt, his hair tousled, his skin sun kissed.

			I wonder where he put the ring, and if he’s going to hold on to it.

			“Just a few minutes ago,” I say, standing up so I can give him a hug. His arms circle me, and I wait for some spark of desire, some sense that we are still lovers, but all I feel is the warmth of familiarity and the intense need to fix what I’ve broken.

			The fact that we’d been able to somewhat salvage last night gives me some hope. We finished our dinner, we took a long walk around the property holding hands, and when we finally climbed into bed at ten, we held each other while watching the Adam Sandler movie Just Go with It. The entire time, I waited for him to make some overture to have sex, but he didn’t. And I was relieved.

			“Let’s get breakfast by the pool,” he says, kissing the top of my head.

			“Sounds like a plan. Let me change. I’ll be quick,” I tell him, moving back inside.

			As I dig through my suitcase for the bathing suits I hadn’t yet unpacked, my phone rings. Hillary.

			“Hill! Thanks for calling me back,” I say, glancing at the sliding glass doors of the patio. I could see Cliff still standing where I left him, reading something on his own phone. “Are you busy?”

			“No,” Hillary says, her voice tight. “I’m horrendously not busy.”

			“Work is slow?” I ask, impatient to get to my news.

			“Work is over. I just got fired.”

			*   *   *   *

			Ivy strolled into the Goldman Sachs office like she had every reason to be there. Inside, she was uncharacteristically nervous.

			She told herself Dukes would want to see her. He would want to know that Cliff was taking a long weekend with one of the guys from Evergreen Capital.

			“Ivy Bolton for Tom Dukes,” she said at the reception desk.

			The woman seated in front of her wore a navy suit and a headset. The corporate environment did not feel very Palo Alto; it was like being back in New York.

			Ivy was glad she’d worn all black: black skirt, black T-shirt, black boots. She felt she looked sharp, and for a meeting with Dukes, she would have to be sharp. She hoisted her handbag higher on her shoulder. It was fine—she’d come armed with plenty of information for him.

			“Do you have an appointment?” the woman asked. She had sleek dark hair, olive skin, and a British accent.

			“No,” Ivy admitted. “I don’t. But he’ll want to see me.”

			The woman looked at her like, Yeah, right. That’s what they all say.

			“There’s a young woman here to see you,” the woman said into her headset, glancing up at Ivy from under her dark lashes. “A Ms. Bolton?”

			After a few beats, the woman nodded. She looked up at Ivy.

			“Please have a seat. Mr. Dukes’s assistant will be out for you shortly.”

			Ivy sat in a dark leather chair near a glass table upon which copies of The Wall Street Journal, The New York Times, and Fast Company were fanned out. She pulled out her phone and nervously began playing Fruit Ninja.

			The longer she waited, the more foolish she felt for showing up out of the blue. She began to imagine that Dukes would appear in the reception area, reprimand her for her lack of protocol, and that would be the end of their “mutually beneficial relationship,” or whatever he had called it.

			Then she imagined another scenario. His assistant would appear—a pretty young thing, worshipful of him—and of Ivy for having a meeting with Dukes. She would bring Ivy to Dukes’s office. “That will be all,” he’d tell the assistant, locking the door.

			“This had better be important,” he’d say, unbuckling his belt.

			Ivy would hesitate, suddenly feeling her intel wasn’t worthy of the visit. Dukes would sense her moment of weakness and drop his pants, his cock springing out for her. He’d press her down to her knees, and she would take him in her mouth, sucking on him like a ten-dollar whore. She would make him cry out—he’d have to fight to keep it quiet so the entire office didn’t hear the power she had over him. He’d come in her mouth, moaning her name. Spent, he’d sit back behind his desk, ask her why she’d wanted to see him. She’d say she had information for him, but if he wanted it, he’d have to work for it.

			“I thought you’d never ask,” he’d say.

			She’d pull off her T-shirt, showing off her nipples, already hard and tight for him. . . . “Ms. Bolton? Mr. Dukes will see you now.”

			Ivy jumped up, appalled to find her pussy throbbing. How would she take a meeting in this state?
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