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  Introduction


Three friends. Three forbidden romances. Three love stories that prove the best relationships often start as secrets. 

Meet the Tight Five—a close-knit group of friends navigating careers, desires, and the messy complications of falling for the wrong person at the wrong time.

SECRET LOVERS

Maggie Drummond has a secret—a spanking blog, a newfound curiosity about kink, and an impossible crush on her friend Connor Grey. He's off-limits, committed to leggy blondes, and completely wrong for her. But when Connor discovers her hidden desires, he makes an offer that could destroy their friendship—or become everything she never knew she needed.

REUNITED LOVERS

Julia Maxwell seizes every moment—until the night she falls for up-and-coming rocker Ryan Callander and becomes a one-man woman. After months of secrecy and mounting evidence of infidelity, she's done waiting. Divorce papers in hand, she's ready to move on. But Ryan's long European tour came with unexpected consequences, including a mugging that left gaps in his memory. Now he's home, determined to win back the wife he never forgot—even when he couldn't remember her name.

CLANDESTINE LOVERS

Susan Webb is tired of playing it safe. Signing up for the Farmer Seeks a Wife reality show seemed like the perfect way to shake up her lackluster love life and find a good, honest man. But when she catches the eye of the wrong Penrith brother, her simple plan for happiness gets complicated. Tyler may be younger, and pursuing him might cost Susan everything she came for—but some temptations are impossible to resist.

Three steamy contemporary romances featuring:

★ Friends to lovers (the he's been waiting for her all along kind)

★ Kink curiosity meets the perfect teacher

★ A masked rockstar with a forgotten wife

★ Sibling rivalry (where the prize is her)

★ Meddling friends who know way too much

★ Margarita-fueled confessions

★ Sneaking around (on and off camera)

★ Rugby players, burlesque dancers, and New Zealand charm

★ HEAs guaranteed

★ Perfect for fans of Sarina Bowen, Helena Hunting, and Lauren Blakely
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  Dedication



To everyone who's ever been curious about something they were afraid to ask for.

May you find someone who sees past your shyness to the sensual possibilities beyond.
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  Introduction


Workday friends. Nighttime lovers... 

A teeny-tiny crush. Maggie Drummond has one on her close friend Connor Grey. Unfortunately, he prefers leggy blondes and Maggie is stuck with her deep brown hair and determined curves. 

Then, there is her newfound pursuit of kinky—no, more adventurous sex. Nothing too bad, you understand. It was reading the steamy romance that sent her on a jaunt down Spanking Avenue and now she has set up an anonymous blog to explore her interest. Perhaps it’s best if she sticks with Greg, her current boyfriend. She can ask him to spank her…even if Connor pops into her fantasies like a seductive magical genie.

The recent changes in Maggie don’t escape Connor’s notice. Now that her boyfriend has dropped her, and luck has gifted him with inside knowledge, he can finally—carefully—make his move. But, given his family history, laying a hand on any woman, even in fun, is a line he’s reluctant to cross.

As Maggie gives in to the temptation to let Connor add spicy sin to her life, she finds herself juggling lies, half-truths, friendship and sensual delights. Her job is in jeopardy—and she’s falling in love. Exploring her fantasy is one thing, but she’s beginning to question if indulging her own pleasure is worth the cost to everyone around her.

Warning: Contains a girl-next-door with spanking on her mind and a sexy rugby player who sees past her shyness and insecurities to the sensual possibilities beyond.








  
  Chapter One


“Your turn, Maggie.” Julia’s eyes sparkled with devilment. 
“Already?” Yikes. Maggie Drummond grabbed her margarita off the table and took a fortifying sip. The tart, icy liquid did nothing to quell her jitters.
It was time—Tell a Secret to the gang from work. The Tight Five, they called themselves, the name taken from a rugby term where five players bound in a tight formation to face the opposition team. They were like that. Five friends who worked together at an accountancy firm and who maintained the friendship away from the job. The good and the bad—they knew each other well.
Julia—a sexy and adventurous blonde—had spilled the beans about her latest boyfriend on a night much like this over margaritas. A blow-by-blow description of the seduction. The red crotchless panties. The blue pubic hair. Soon their love of gossip grew into a weekly ritual at the Cock and Bull, a “You tell me yours, I’ll tell you mine” kind of thing.
The crowded pub rocked with music and erotic promise. Maggie squirmed, avoiding the gazes of her three friends. She never had anything worth telling.
Until today.
Fidgeting with her drink, scratching at an imaginary zit, clearing her throat a dozen times wasn’t helping. She was losing her nerve and losing it fast.
“C’mon, Maggie. Tell us your secret,” Julia shouted.
Maggie slouched in her seat as several heads turned her way, giving her the once-over. Why did Julia have to yell? Okay, so the men sitting at the next table wouldn’t hear her over the pounding throb of guitars, saxophone and the male vocalist headlining in the packed bar.
She hoped.
Susan and Christina bobbed their heads with enthusiasm, grinning, their focus on her. Susan—brown-haired, girl-next-door—and Christina—with her glasses and sexy gypsy-girl attitude—wore glee and tipsiness like badges. Maggie hated the limelight, always had since a childhood filled with her mother’s antics and histrionics. The big event that had sent her scurrying north to hide in Auckland had helped cement Maggie’s resolution to stay away from the glare of publicity. Sighing, she forced her thoughts from the past and wondered if this was a good idea. It wasn’t too late to stop, yet gut instinct forced her on, insisting she was an adult. Free to make choices and deal with the consequences. She wasn’t her mother, despite her father and stepmother’s harsh words.
The fine tremor of nerves slipping down her arm confirmed her disquiet. The slushy ice in her margarita tinkled against the edges of the glass, jogged by the quiver of her hands. She set her drink on the table and sucked in a deep breath, steeling herself to blurt out her secret. Not a feeble confession. Today she had a real secret.
Get it out.
She opened her mouth and closed it again. She couldn’t. Sure, it was a game they played when there were a few drinks involved—margaritas usually. But this time was different. It was her innermost desire she was about to reveal. The others had taken their turns and giggled like schoolgirls instead of employees of the staid Barker & Johnson, one of Auckland’s premier accounting firms. They’d released their inhibitions—a side effect of Friday night drinks and the promise of a long holiday weekend.
Now the floor belonged to her.
She licked her bottom lip, stress bubbling in the pit of her stomach. Time to produce her secret.
“What are you waiting for, Maggie?” Susan asked in a sing-song voice. “We’ve told you ours.”
“Secret. Secret. Secret.” Christina banged her palms on the edge of the table. Julia and Susan joined in the beat, their eyes gleaming with challenge in the dim light of the booth.
Maggie picked up her margarita and gulped to moisten her dry mouth. “Okay. Okay.”
Placing her glass on a coaster, she scanned the bar. No doubt about it. People were staring. Time to spill her secret before things turned ugly. After another deep breath, she dropped her gaze to her clasped hands. “I’ve started a website called BigBadAss.com.” She spoke so quickly the words ran together. Once finished, she scrutinized each of her friends,  anxious now for their reactions.
“Big bad ass?” Christina’s watchful eyes held curiosity while her lips curved in an approving smile. She pushed her frameless glasses up her nose with a manicured copper fingernail. “Isn’t that racy for you?”
“What’s the big deal?” Julia scoffed and tossed her head before Maggie could answer. Her blonde hair stirred and settled in sexy curls around her almost bare shoulders. Shoestring straps held her low-cut black top in place. “It’s just a website.”
“Who’s a bad ass?” Susan smirked. “Don’t say Greg has found some balls?”
“Bother, I have a smear.” Christina rifled through her handbag for a tissue to clean her glasses. “Anyway, I want to hear more about this website.”
Questions. Maggie had expected them, but the comments and queries didn’t put her at ease. Her stomach vibrated like one of her younger brother’s toys—over-wound and about to fly apart. She wiped sweaty palms on her sensible navy skirt, swallowed and said, “It’s more of a blog.”
“A blog about what?” Julia asked, rolling her eyes. “Desperados? Bandits? What’s a bad ass?”
Maggie closed her eyes to summon courage. This next part was worse. Her teeth clacked as she closed her mouth. The longer her hesitation, the worse the mental strain would linger. Big bad ass, she wasn’t. More like a marshmallow, burnt on the outside with a gooey interior.
“I explore…um…my adventures in spanking,” Maggie said, forcing a smile. “Does anyone want another drink?”
“Spanking,” Susan cried out as the band ended their song and the haunting notes of a sax faded. Everyone in the vicinity heard her shocked shriek. Heads turned, customers surveying them with distinct interest. Two men at a nearby table leered. Their dark suits suggested they worked at the lawyer’s office next door, but their toothy smirks told Maggie their minds crawled in the gutter, armed with floggers and paddles.
“Shush,” she muttered, aware of the two plum-sized patches heating her cheeks. “It’s a secret. I don’t want everyone to know.”
Christina picked up her drink, golden bracelets jingling with musical grace. “Since when were you interested in spanking, Maggie?”
“Yeah,” Julia demanded. “How long has this been going on?”
Susan lifted her brows, her gaze darting from Christina to Julia and back to Maggie. “Does Greg spank you?”
“Um…” Oh, heck. She’d guessed they’d have questions. Greg was her boyfriend. Solid, dependable and boring. How was she going to tell him? True, she was a spanking novice, but Maggie refused to chicken out. She would explore spanking. It wouldn’t be like the fad diets she tried and failed.
Her spanking interest—or sickness, depending on how a girl looked at the subject—began with a book and some in-depth soul-searching along with a bottle of wine. She’d hauled her drunken self off to bed and, after reading more of the erotic romance, she’d had the best orgasm ever. Yeah, if she could scale those heights by herself, a real extravaganza lay ahead with a male lover. Right there, she decided to explore her wild side and the naughty spike of pleasure that jolted her right to the core every time she considered a swat on the ass. The fiery heat…
She could see the curiosity filling Susan’s blue eyes, the nosy interest mirrored in Christina and Julia’s faces. “You asked for one secret. I’ve given you one and you have to promise not to tell anyone.” Maggie had no idea where she’d dredged up this new courage. It reminded her of her teenage years, and she liked its return. The inner Maggie cheered, enjoying the nonplussed expressions on her friends’ faces.
“What about Connor? We can tell him, right?” Julia toyed with her straw, cocking her head to the side as she studied Maggie. “He would’ve been here if his rugby coach hadn’t called an extra training session.”
“No!” More heat climbed into Maggie’s cheeks. “Not unless you tell him your secrets too.” A glower through narrowed eyes served as a warning, an attempt to enforce her will.
She cringed inside. Her recent behavior would appall her father and stepmother who still reeled over the scandal of Penisgate. More gossip about their daughter would send them over the edge. What had come over her lately? Maybe a vitamin deficiency or something. In addition to thinking about spanking and researching kink, her fantasies had sprung into full sexy Technicolor. They featured Connor, and it wasn’t his cooking skills that grabbed her attention.
It was wrong.
“You can’t tell Connor.” Her friends would kill her if they learned about her fascination with Connor, especially since they’d agreed over a year ago he was off limits. His friendship and insight into the male mind was more valuable than momentary pleasure. Not one of them had experienced male friendship on this level before. Besides, the inevitable breakup would tear the Tight Five apart. None of Connor’s relationships lasted long.
Her crush on him was wrong on so many levels because she was still involved with Greg. But a bad girl struggled beneath her skin, trying to kick her way out in a bid for freedom. Her pointy boots were like sharp weapons, pricking at Maggie’s conscience.
“You can’t spill a delicious secret like this and not give us details. Please, I’m begging you,” Christina said. “I’ll give you a free makeover in exchange for details.”
“And I’ll contribute to the cost of the makeover.” Julia lifted her glass and toasted Christina. “Your fledgling business can’t take the entire cost of a freebie.”
“I’ll add cash too. See? That’s how bad we need the juicy facts.” Susan lifted her glass, empty except for one ice cube. Frowning, she tipped the ice into her mouth and crunched it loudly. She swallowed without removing her attention from Maggie. “We need more drinks. Wait right there, Maggie, and don’t say another word until I get back.”
Susan grabbed a tray from under the table, stacked the empties on it and pushed through the throng of customers to get to the bar. Julia and Christina stared at Maggie in fascination. They gawked for so long she raised her hand to check for an extra nose.
“Stop staring at me. I feel like a specimen on a microscope slide.” Maggie shot to her feet. “I’ll go help Susan with the drinks. It’s my turn to buy, anyway.”
“You’re not going anywhere until you answer our questions.” Julia grabbed her arm, her brows scrunched together. “Where’s Greg tonight?”
“He’s at rugby training with Connor,” Maggie said, sitting back down. “They’re on the same team, remember?”
“Does he know about the spanking? Heck, I can’t imagine him with a flogger or a paddle—” Christina broke off, her eyes widening. “Does that mean you’re—” Part of a chortle escaped before she slapped a hand over her mouth to block the rest.
“You’re not spanking Greg, are you?” Julia asked, finishing her friend’s sentence.
“No one’s spanking anyone yet,” Maggie snapped, wriggling on her seat as arousal sped through her body. The merest thought of a perfectly placed thwack brought a rush of excitement. Not with Greg, though. Imagining Greg and spanking in the same sentence made her head ache. A big time problem, since he was her boyfriend. How did a girl broach the subject with her guy? Honey, I want you to spank me. Nope, it wasn’t something that came up in everyday conversation.
Susan arrived back with the tray of drinks in time to overhear Maggie’s reply. “Why not?” Her friend shunted a margarita across the pitted wooden tabletop and tossed two bags of peanuts and a bag of crisps at them. “Tell us why, Maggie, and don’t leave out a thing.”
Her friends’ expressions told Maggie she had no chance of escape until they received an explanation. She dragged in more air, which did nothing to still her skittish nerves. Best to spit it out so they could move on in conversation.
“When I flew to Wellington to visit my father and stepmother two weeks ago, I forgot to take my e-reader with me. I was running late and grabbed the first book I saw with an interesting cover.” She grinned, remembering the hunky guy on the book jacket. “I didn’t realize I’d purchased an erotic romance until I boarded the plane.”
“You read romances in a public place?” Julia demanded, shocked. “Why didn’t you read on your phone?”
Maggie shrugged. “The cover wasn’t graphic. Quite tasteful with a naked back and a sexy tattoo. Besides, I don’t care what anyone thinks about my reading material. I’m not apologizing for enjoying genre fiction.”
Not even to Greg, she finished silently. His snide remarks irked her. These days she kept her erotic books out of Greg’s sight. It was easier than listening to a lecture about literary fiction.
“Don’t forget we know you,” Christina said, wagging a bejeweled finger in Maggie’s direction. “You don’t like talking to strangers, and shoving your nose in a book is a way to ignore people.”
“So I’m shy. Shoot me.” The truth was strangers who paid her attention scared her. There was always the chance it was a reporter who recognized her and wanted to dissect the past. Heck, recollections of Penisgate still gave her nightmares. Only when she came to know people did the wariness fade to manageable portions.
“Don’t change the subject.” Susan licked the salt off the rim of her glass, her long, straight hair falling forward to cover her cheek. Impatiently, she brushed it back, tucking the annoying strand behind her ear. “Get back to the spanking.” The foil packaging of the peanut packet rustled as she ripped it open. “Carry on.”
Maggie’s nose wrinkled in acknowledgment. Seemed prevarication wouldn’t do the trick. Her friends knew her too well.
“The romance novel was about a couple who used spanking as part of their sex lives. It…” She moistened her lips again, the resulting soreness telling her it was time to quit with the licking. “It turned me on,” she finished on a rush, her gaze dropping to her drink. Her quick sip gave her friends a convenient pause to slip in questions. They didn’t take advantage, remaining silent, waiting for her to speak again. Bother.
“It…ah, made me curious,” Maggie continued. “So I did research and decided spanking sounded interesting, something I wanted to try.” And she still couldn’t believe she’d ignored her past experience and done something that might attract attention from others. She scanned her friends’ faces, waiting for them to say something, anything. “I suppose you think I’m a freak.”
Susan’s hand covered Maggie’s. “We don’t, sweetie. It’s what you think that’s important. What does Greg say?”
“I…I haven’t mentioned it to him yet. I thought I’d do it tonight or some time during the weekend.”
“Bigbadass dot com,” Christina mused. “What sort of things do you write about?”
“Stuff,” Maggie said, keeping her answer vague. Was it hot in here or what? She slid the top button of her cream shirt open and picked up a cardboard coaster to fan her face. She couldn’t help but smile. Her blog stats would rise. It didn’t take a genius to realize her friends would check out her guilty secret.
“You know we’re gonna look,” Julia said.
“That’s okay,” Maggie replied. Liar. Liar. Pants on fire. “But if any of you tell anyone I’m Big Bad Ass, I’ll…I’ll smother you with my breasts.” Raised brows and a broad grin signaled her triumph. She bounced on the padded seat, making her generous breasts jiggle. “It won’t be a pleasant way to go. And don’t think I couldn’t hold you down, because I could. I’ve been going to the gym with Connor.” A flex of her right arm showed off her new muscle tone.
“Ooh,” Susan cooed. “Armed and dangerous.”
“Yeah. And don’t forget it,” Maggie said, firm and sure of herself.
Julia giggled. “Connor said he’d dragged you off to the gym, but I didn’t believe him.”
“He felt sorry for me because Greg was so busy with his clients,” Maggie said. “He caught me crying one day, and before I knew it, he had me sweating my way through a boxing class.”
“You’re still going to the gym?” Christina asked.
Maggie nodded. “I whined a lot during the first visit, and I still complain for form’s sake, but I enjoy it. Don’t tell Connor. I’ll deny everything.”
She’d die if the gang knew her other secret. Watching Connor workout at the gym. A sigh whistled past her teeth. He looked mighty fine with the sheen of sweat coating his skin. They didn’t do the same workout, since, as a newbie, she couldn’t keep up with him, but they arrived and left together.
Maggie valued the time spent with Connor. They laughed and talked about things—lots of stuff that had nothing to do with work or the weather. It had been so easy to let him slip into her fantasies. The bad girl inside Maggie had put up little fight, happy to daydream about Connor and lots of delicious kink at the same time.
Another change to make in her future. Connor had a girlfriend, one of many in a long line of leggy blondes. She had Greg, and there was her agreement with Julia, Christina and Susan, not that Connor would be sexually interested in her voluptuous curves.
“Are you sure we can’t tell Connor?” Julia asked with a faint pleading tone.
“Not unless you want me to tell him about your blue pubic hair,” Maggie retorted. The others laughed, albeit a trifle uneasily. Their secrets were hers to tell as well.
“I did it for a dare,” Julia snapped.
Maggie’s brows rose. “Doesn’t matter. A juicy secret is a juicy secret.”
“Oh, all right.” Julia’s shoulders slumped in defeat. “I won’t tell. Mine is a girls’ only secret.”
“Your current lover will know,” Christina said with a chuckle. “What does he think about the blue heart?”
“He likes it,” Julia retorted, unfazed by their laughter. “He thinks I’m adventurous.” Her grin brought a host of giggles.
Maggie glanced at her watch. After ten. Time to head home. “I should go, otherwise Greg will arrive at the apartment before me.”
She stood and lurched to the side. Problem. On the second attempt, her legs trembled, her balance not the best. A tight grasp of the tabletop prevented an embarrassing fall on her butt. Bother, the last drink had been a mistake. She should have eaten some peanuts. Diets and cocktails weren’t a good mix.
“Greg doesn’t need you to hold his hand,” Susan said.
Julia winked. “Maggie might want to discuss spanking with him.”
“Not tonight,” Maggie said in a wry tone. “I’ll need my wits about me when I start that discussion.”
Besides, her stomach hurt each time the topic of Greg and spanking combined in the same thought. Call her a pessimist, but her present anxiety didn’t bode well for the future.

      [image: ]The cabbie dropped Maggie at her door. She paid the driver, then stumbled from the cab and up the three steps leading to her apartment building. She took the lift to the second floor and pulled out her keys. A curse squeezed past her tight lips when the keyhole moved from side to side. Muttering another string of naughty words under her breath, she aimed her key at the lock. Without warning, the door opened. She lurched forward, her nose colliding with a masculine chest. Oops.
“Hey, G-G-Greg!” A wave of alcoholic fumes exited with her warble. It must’ve been worse than she thought, because Greg took a step back and held open the door. He smiled, except it didn’t reach his eyes. Even in her relaxed state, his chilly attitude registered, and her stomach plunged with apprehension. Great. The last thing she wanted was a fight.
“You’re drunk.”
“They kept forcing margaritas on me.” Maggie grimaced, admitting to herself her friends hadn’t twisted her arm.
“Those girls are a bad influence.” Disdain shone in his eyes. “I don’t know why you hang out with them.”
“They’re my friends. I like them.” Same old. Same old. Maggie put her hand to her forehead, but the pounding continued. Well-meaning people, including her parents, always told her how to behave. Why did she put up with it?
“Maggie…” Greg began, his tone telling her he had more to say.
“Can we change the subject?” she asked, trying to smile. “We always fight about my friends.”
Maggie flicked on the light. If her unsteady steps made her bump into something, she’d prefer reality over imagination. Objects developed creepy crawly legs in the dark, but that didn’t prepare her for what she saw—Greg sporting a black eye.
“What happened to your eye?”
“It’s nothing,” Greg said, trying to make light of his injury.
“Yes, it is. Who hit you?”
“Connor.”
“What?” Disbelief colored her reply. “Why?”
“He jabbed me in the eye during a maul at rugby practice.”
That revelation put Maggie on the defensive. “I’m sure he didn’t mean to hurt you.” Too late she realized she shouldn’t have stood up for Connor. After all, Greg was her boyfriend. She sighed. Connor loathed Greg and all she managed to worm out of her friend was that it involved a girl.
Maggie shrugged. Boys will be boys. Didn’t everyone have stuff in their pasts they’d rather forget? She sure did.
“It hurts like hell.” He raised his hand to his puffy cheek, and she could see he was in pain. “I’d like to stay, but I’ll head back to my place. I’ll put ice on it when I get home.”
“Are you sure?”
“Yeah, I have an appointment with a big client in the morning. Besides, I didn’t bring a change of clothes.”
“Oh?” She narrowed her eyes. What was with Greg, treating her like a commodity? Her inner bad girl wanted to let rip with a few well-chosen words. Instead she buttoned her lips. She’d hold her tongue until she was in control again. Two deep breaths did the trick. “Thanks for waiting for me. I’ll see you tomorrow night.”
Greg smiled and the starch seeped out of her. She always was a sucker for a sexy smile. The flash of his dimples shoved her heart in to a pitter-patter beat. Her breasts prickled. “Are you sure I can’t entice you to stay the night?” Her sultry tone hinted he might receive a reward.
“No.” His decision remained firm. “I’ll see you tomorrow night for dinner.”
The fizz dropped out of her good mood. The abrasive way he spoke to her irritated her. Maybe it wasn’t spanking they needed to discuss, but the future of their relationship. At first, his take-charge manner had charmed her, although the bossy attitude had grown old fast. Why couldn’t he see her side? Compromise a little? Sure, dominance in the bedroom worked for her, except Greg tried to extend the power into all facets of their lives.
Maggie marched to the door, yanked it open and waited, proud of her lurch-free steps. She considered tapping her foot, but didn’t think her balance would stand the challenge. “See you tomorrow.”
He sidled past her, hesitated and stooped to brush a kiss on her cheek. Then, without another word, he left. She closed the door and leaned against it. A hollow sensation dropped into the pit of her stomach. Their relationship—what there was to it—wasn’t working for her anymore, but she wasn’t so sure breaking up with Greg would help.
The idea of having to go on another man-hunt cleared the alcohol-induced fuzziness from her head. Good men were hard to find. With a quiet chubby girl like her, it was practically impossible. Maybe it wasn’t such a good idea to throw her fish back into the sea.
Deep in thought she wove a crooked path down the passage to her bedroom and shed her shoes and clothes, leaving them in an untidy pile on the middle of the beige carpet. She thought about picking them up—her conscience made her—then shrugged. Nah, they needed to go into the wash anyway. Naked, she hit the shower, emerging five minutes later, encased in her favorite scruffy blue robe and smelling like a field of lavender. The shower had helped clear her head. She’d decided. Time to move on with her life.
Tomorrow she’d tell Greg they were finished.
She could hardly wait.
Maggie made a cup of instant chai latte and waited for her laptop to power up. The second the distinctive Windows opening tune played, a sense of peace and satisfaction settled over her. Life wasn’t always about making safe choices. Sometimes a person needed to step up and jump into the unknown, despite the haunting specters of the past.
She logged onto her blog and started to write.

Yesterday, the thing that worried me most about my new interest in spanking was telling my boyfriend. I worried he’d consider me weird. Kinky. Well, okay. I’ll admit to the kinky, since this is a blog about spanking, but call me weird, and I’ll deny it strenuously.

Today, I have a new problem. It’s obvious Mr. X and I aren’t suited. I don’t know why I didn’t see it before, or maybe I did and was too stubborn to admit the truth. He wants a quiet woman who will stay in the background and support his career. Dinners with the boss, look after the kids—that sort of thing. I guess my quiet manner fooled him into thinking I was the woman he could mold into the perfect wife.

We’re going to dinner tomorrow night, and I’ve made my decision: I intend to end our relationship. Hopefully, I won’t hurt his pride. We work in the same firm, and it’s gonna be hell if he takes our breakup out on me there. We’ll see.

Meantime, I’m short one boyfriend. I will need to go through the entire getting-to-know-you phase all over again with strangers before I can even casually mention my interest in spanking. It’s like I’m playing Monopoly and have gone straight to jail without collecting two hundred. I’m no beauty queen, but my friends say I look cute when I smile. Evidently, I’ve got the whole girl-next-door thing going on, complete with freckles. I have long, dark brown hair. It’s straight because I didn’t eat my crusts as a kid. That’s my mother’s story—her hair is beautiful with a distinct curl. Normally I wear it in a braid, because it keeps my hair out of the way.

I have plain brown eyes to match my freckles, a straight nose and good lips. I like my lips. They’re kinda plump and pouty. All this set in a chubby face. My breasts are on the large side. Let’s just say it’s not comfortable to exercise or attempt to jog without a restraining bra. I’m tall and solid looking. My mother used to say I take after my father’s side of the family. Considering she’s five-foot two, and I tower over her, I’d agree.

The point of all this description? It’s not gonna be easy to find a replacement, and it will delay my spanking experiment. I must find my kicks online. If any of you have suggestions about the best places to find a new boyfriend, please let me know. Oh, and I guess I should continue to collect tips about how to tell a boyfriend I’d like him to spank me. Keeping positive might bring me some good karma.

Maggie proofed her post and hit the publish button. Her post went live, and she felt lighter after spilling her inner thoughts. She giggled. Cheap therapy. Who knew?
Next, she checked the comments on yesterday’s post. Her hands flew over the keyboard, bringing up the right page. A chuckle escaped, her wide grin stretching from one side of her face to the other. As she’d suspected, her friends had visited her blog. They must have hot-footed it home to check on her sanity.
They’d made it easy for Maggie to guess their identities, using recognizable nicknames. Along with their smart-ass observations, they’d left remarks about their true feelings. The crux of their advice was honesty worked best. They thought she should tell Greg what she needed from their relationship.
Maggie didn’t think she’d get that far. She wasn’t about to make herself vulnerable with the truth when their differences were more basic—a simple divergence of philosophies.
What was this? A flicker of excitement had her moving down the page with her side bar. Someone else had commented, telling her to find a new man. This commenter had seen the writing on the wall before Maggie admitted the truth to herself. They always said it was easier to see the solution to someone else’s problems.
A yawn slipped free, telling her to leave the computer and climb into bed. Email first. She logged on and found a message from the same person who’d commented on her blog. Curiosity made her click on the open button.

Dear Big Bad Ass,

Ditch the man. He’s not good enough. He sounds conservative and not right for an adventuress like you. Stretch your wings and search for a new lover. Look for interests outside of the bedroom as well as inside, because despite what most men say, sex isn’t everything. Momentary passion won’t fill a life of loneliness. You need both passion and friendship.

Tell me what you like to do during your free time. I bet we have more in common than you think.

Kinky Lover

Maggie trembled and it wasn’t with fear. She couldn’t help but wonder what Kinky Lover looked like. Tall, handsome? She started to hit reply, then changed her mind. No. He was probably old and bald with a pot stomach and a desire to turn back the clock by fucking a nubile female.
Pursing her lips, her imagination working overtime, a giggle erupted at the thought. Kinky Lover had a point. Any man she hooked up with should share her interests. They needed compatibility both in and out of the bedroom. Something she and Greg lacked, which was why their relationship had run into problems.
Jeez, who was she kidding? The chances of finding a man were bad enough without adding to the equation. Affix kink to her list of necessary traits and she’d end up alone for a long, long time.
Which brought her back to Kinky Lover. He hinted he shared her interests. Did that include spanking?
She wrote a reply and deleted it. No, what did she know about him? He could be a rapist or serial killer.
But what if he was the answer to her spanking dreams?
Before she could change her mind, she wrote him a short email, asking him what he meant about their common interest, added a few basic details, and pressed send before she could change her mind. With her pulse still racing, she powered down her computer and went to bed, but she couldn’t sleep. She couldn’t stop thinking about Kinky Lover.
Would he answer her email?
And if he did, what would she do? Meet him for a spanking session?
Just thinking about it made her wet. Very wet.






  
  Chapter Two



Dear Kinky Lover, 

What do you mean about common interests?

You’re right. I need a man who engages my interest outside of the bedroom and enjoys the same things I do. I like walking on the beach, watching rugby (I’m a New Zealander, so a love of rugby goes with the territory, right?), cooking and reading.

For a lover, I want a man who will dominate me, show me his love and understanding by taking control and becoming responsible for my pleasure. Don’t get me wrong. I don’t want a bully. I don’t want a man who will traumatize me, although I’m not averse to a little pain. You can’t have spanking without some soreness. I want to feel the sweet tingle after my lover spanks me, and savor the sting when I take a seat and eat at my favorite restaurant. I want to see the rosy blush on my ass when I glance in the mirror. I want that as much as I desire a kiss and the soft stroke of my lover’s fingers across my face.

I’m smiling now, since this is probably more than you wanted to learn about me. Thanks for visiting my blog.

Big Bad Ass

Connor couldn’t restrain his smile of victory. Despite his exhaustion, he felt the urge to jump to his feet and boogie. He controlled himself, not wanting to attract attention from his two flatmates.
So Maggie was spreading her wings. About time. Exhilaration pulsed through him, making him feel as if he could leap tall buildings without breaking stride.
He scanned her email again, his smile widening. A plan. He’d have to take things easy so he didn’t frighten her away.
Spanking.
Damn, that was different. Reaction arced through his body, heading straight to his cock. He gripped the arms of the office chair, breathing carefully. Even so, each breath emerged in a harsh gasp, as if he’d indulged in strenuous exercise.
He couldn’t say if the idea of spanking or thinking about having sex with Maggie spiked his arousal. After his childhood experiences and his parents’ subsequent divorce, striking a woman seemed plain wrong.
Maggie. It had to be Maggie.
Lucky for him, he’d given in to his impulse and dragged her to the gym. It was a starting point, a way to keep close contact with her outside of work. Rugby was another way of seeing her regularly. The rest of his plan would come later. The last thing he wanted was to scare her into the arms of another man.
He’d always liked Maggie, enjoyed her shy sense of humor. He couldn’t wait to run his hands through her long, dark brown hair and see it loose, spread across his pillow, her golden-brown eyes twinkling up at him. Her curvy figure haunted his dreams. She looked hot and sexy in her exercise gear. He’d noticed other guys at the gym checking her out, which hadn’t pleased him. Yeah, time to make his move, and for once the timing worked fine because he was between girlfriends.
The spanking part he’d deal with later.
Connor picked up his cell phone and called Julia. She lived closest to him.
“This had better be good, Connor Grey. It’s only seven in the morning.” Her words emerged as a tiger-like snarl, the sort that came from pain.
“Headache?”
“No thanks to you,” she muttered. “Have another drink. One more won’t make any difference. You lied!” The outraged mockery brought a grin to his face.
“I prescribe coffee,” Connor said. “Strong and black.”
“Why didn’t you warn me about that hurricane shot?” Julia moaned.
“I didn’t force you to drink another cocktail at the pub,” Connor said, “or the bottle of wine at Susan’s.” He heard her snicker.
“Fair enough,” she said.
He changed the subject. “You guys coming to watch our game this afternoon?”
“With this headache?” The sharp note had him cursing under his breath. The woman was no slouch in the brain department. He’d have to tread carefully. He wasn’t ready for his feelings about Maggie to go public.
“We need all the support we can get,” Connor admitted. “Frankly, our team sucks. We need someone on our side.”
“If there’s coffee involved,” Julia said. “I might be persuaded to round up a team of supporters.”
Connor checked his watch. “Coffee will be there in fifteen minutes.”
“Done,” Julia said. “Oh, while I think of it—don’t tell Maggie we told you about her blog. She threatened to smother us with her breasts if we told anyone.” She paused then added, “Those boobs of hers could do the job. Promise?”
“Her breasts?” Connor chuckled. “Yeah. Okay.” He hung up, smirking. Death by tit smothering. What a hell of a way to go.

      [image: ]“Can you tell me what I’m doing standing on the sideline of a rugby field freezing my ass off?” Maggie tugged her wooly hat over her ears and pulled her knee-length coat tight around her waist. “Greg’s not playing today.”
“Clearing the hangover cobwebs.” Julia moaned and rubbed her temples.
Maggie lifted her chin. “I wasn’t the one who stayed up late drinking a bottle of wine after leaving the pub.” She winked at her friend. Her complaints were only half-hearted.
Play moved down the rugby field toward them, and she concentrated on the players, searching for number eight. There he was. Tall. Dark. Broad shoulders. Connor played with determination and skill, the form-fitting uniform fueling her fantasies. His slim hips tapered to a tight butt.
Although not traditionally handsome, when he grinned, his entire face lit up and made her want to smile in return. His blue eyes twinkled. Connor was a nice person. There weren’t many guys who could hang out with four girls and hold their own in wide-ranging conversations covering the gambit from work to make-up, sex and sport.
And everything in between.
There weren’t many taboos once they’d had a few drinks, including masculine topics, which made Maggie wonder if perhaps they should cut down on the drinking. Nah, they chatted the same way during lunch breaks at work. They were a team. So why couldn’t she stop daydreaming about Connor? They’d all met Gwen, his girlfriend. A requisite blonde with long, toned legs and loaded with sex-appeal, she bubbled with life and seemed the perfect match for Connor.
Why did that fact make her so miserable?
The game passed in a blur. Maggie had difficulty concentrating, still nursing a sense of dread since climbing out of bed this morning. She waited with Julia, Susan and Christina while Connor chatted with his team mates and members of the opposition.
“I wonder where Gwen is,” Maggie said in a matter-of-fact voice, looking for the leggy blonde.
“Didn’t you hear?” Julia asked. “Connor and Gwen broke up last week.”
Christina quit ogling the players and snapped to attention. “What?”
“He never said anything to me.” Surprise skittered through Maggie first, followed by excitement. Then that meant—
Don’t go there. A relationship between the two of you wouldn’t work, so there was no point in letting her thoughts drift in that direction. Besides, you made a promise to the others. Connor remains in the friend category. Remember?
“Did he say what happened?” Susan asked, curious.
“No, just that the parting was amicable. I asked nosey questions, and he refused to answer,” Julia said. “Shush, he’s heading this way.”
Mud covered Connor’s face as he stalked to them, his eyes sparkling through the grime. “Hey, did you see the way I left the opposition in my dust?”
“Yeah, we saw,” Susan said, trying not to sound impressed.
“Don’t you mean mud?” Maggie said with a grin, striving to keep her voice natural. She couldn’t let her feelings for Connor screw up their friendship.
Connor’s smile burst with sunshine, despite the overcast day. “You girls coming for drinks?”
“Are you kidding?” Christina asked. “I intend to scope out the eligible men.”
“Count me out,” Maggie said. “I have to go home and change for dinner. I have a date with Greg.”
Susan’s brows rose. “But didn’t you—” She came to an abrupt halt, shot a swift glance at Connor before offering Maggie a weak smile. “We’ll miss you,” she finished.
“You can tell me about it tomorrow.” With a sigh, Maggie refrained from ogling Connor and turned away.
“Hey, wait—” Connor grabbed her hand and grasped it, spinning her back toward him. Maggie stumbled and would have fallen if he hadn’t seized her shoulders. The musky scent of male sweat, mud and wet clothing filled her nostrils while a shiver rocked her to the core.
“I’m such a klutz.” She froze, tipping back her head to stare him in the face.
His thumb made a slow pass over her cheek. “Sorry about the mud,” he explained in a husky voice. “But I wanted to remind you about our date at the gym tomorrow.”
“I won’t forget,” Maggie promised.
“Don’t drink too much tonight,” he teased. “I’m warning you, I’ll drag you out of bed tomorrow by your…toes.”
“Um…okay.” Maggie pulled away, aware of the hard muscles of his chest, the rush of blood to her cheeks and the lingering tingle from his touch. She contemplated sleeping in late on purpose. Connor had a free ticket into her bedroom any time. He just didn’t know of his incredibly good fortune yet.
“You’re gonna make her go to the gym on a Sunday?” Susan backed away, hands raised in front of her, horror contorting her face into a comical mask. “I hope this craziness isn’t contagious. No way will you find me anywhere near a gym on the weekend.”
“I’m trying to get fit, Susan,” Maggie said, then turned to the sexy man standing beside her. “Don’t worry. I’ll be there. Have fun tonight, everyone.”
Blowing them a kiss, she turned toward the parking area before temptation zapped from her brain to her limbs. It was too easy to imagine the reaction if she grabbed Connor. The pact between her and her girlfriends stood in dire danger of smashing wide open as temptation played her siren song.
No. No way would she be the one to break the pact.

      [image: ]The second Greg slammed from her apartment, angry and upset, Maggie stomped straight to her laptop. She was still shaking when she put her fingers on the keyboard and logged onto her blog. Without taking a breath, she typed furiously.

My dinner tonight with Mr. X went from bad to worse. I can still feel the embarrassed glow on my cheeks. He blames me for what happened. How was I meant to know he’d invited his friends to dinner with us?

When he came to pick me up, I tried to tell him then I didn’t want to go out with him again—that it was over between us. The man refused to let me get a word in and hustled me from my apartment before I could speak. I tried to talk about breaking up in the cab on the way to the restaurant. That’s when he informed me we were dining with his business friend and his wife.

During the last six months I’ve met most of his friends. Some are okay. The particular couple we were dining with wasn’t in the okay group. The woman stands in the bitch camp, while her husband had a different agenda. He belongs to the wandering hands club. He wandered his hands over my ass and breasts when his wife and Mr. X weren’t watching.

By the time we arrived at the Italian restaurant on Nelson Street, my temper simmered. This particular restaurant specializes in great food, and for entertainment, they have budding opera singers performing several live segments during the evening. Not only did I have to spend time with Mr. X, I had to put up with his friends and the screeching opera. So shoot me. I enjoy rock and pop. I can even listen to country when the mood takes me. Opera, not so much. It makes my head hurt.

I tried to escape into spanking fantasies. It worked until a hand on my upper thigh jerked me from my steamy dreamscape.

All this, combined with several glasses of wine and my irritation, loosened my tongue and lowered my inhibitions. When I couldn’t take the husband staring at my breasts any longer, I stated my opinion. Loud and clear.

“If I wanted you to look at my breasts, I’d take off my clothes. Give you a good look at them. I’d supply a tape measure so you could make sure they measure up,” I added, my tone nasty.

“M!” Mr. X’s aghast expression suggested I’d stepped out of line. “Apologize to R for that remark.”

“Why should I? Are you saying it’s okay for R to perv at my breasts and pinch my ass every chance he gets? You want me to sit here and take his abuse?”

“Eat your dinner,” Mr. X said.

I reached for my wine, but Mr. X slid the glass away before I could grab it.

Do you believe it? He blamed the entire incident on me.

After that, the rest of the night dipped to uncomfortable. The wife glared at her husband. Mr. X glared at me. I can tell you I received more than my fair share of glares. The only reason the husband didn’t glower at me was because he’d land in bigger trouble than he was already.

The minute we were alone in the taxi, Mr. X lectured me, listing my infractions which, according to him, are many.

“You made a laughingstock out of me.”

“I’m sorry,” I said. “But you didn’t give me a chance to talk to you. You see…I don’t want to go out with you again.”

“Don’t be stupid,” Mr. X said, not taking me seriously. “You drank too much wine. Everyone makes mistakes. I won’t hold a little overindulgence against you. I admit I wasn’t happy with your outspoken comments. Next time just ignore the attention. He was only looking. Anyway, you shouldn’t have worn such a low-cut top. It encouraged him.”

My fault? Pompous pig.

Fuming, I didn’t answer Mr. X. I was afraid of what I’d say next. I could see the taxi driver watching in his rear vision mirror. He was listening to everything we said. Instead, I bit my tongue and stared out the window at the lights of the city, the glowing red and green Sky Tower, lit for mid-year winter celebrations, and St. Matthews Church. I remained silent as the cab headed up Hobson Street to the motorway. I could’ve sliced the silence with a knife and served it on my grandmother’s heirloom china.

When the cab pulled up outside my apartment, I thrust open the door and climbed out. Mr. X followed me.

“Wait for me,” he told the driver then shouldered his way through the entrance door before I could stop him.

I stomped to my apartment and unlocked the door. Mr. X followed me inside and the instant the door closed behind him, I whirled to confront him. I couldn’t hold it in any longer.

“Will you spank me?”

“What sort of a question is that?” Shock vibrated in him, pulling him upright so he appeared taller than normal. “I’ve never hit a woman in my life.”

“What if I wanted you to spank me? Would you?”

His mouth dropped open and confusion clouded his face. “You’re joking, right?”

I shook my head. “I can’t go out with you again. Your friends were disrespectful, and you blamed me. As if I asked for him to stare at my boobs and grab my ass.”

“I—”

“Please go. I don’t want to see you again.”

“You’re serious, aren’t you?”

Jeesh, what part of that didn’t he understand? “Yes.”

“Don’t you realize I’m doing you a favor by going out with you?” His dark brows drew together until they were a slash across the top of his eyes. Shock transformed into outrage.

“Get out,” I ordered in a firm voice. “Now.”

“You’ll come to your senses,” he snapped. “And when you do, don’t bother crawling back to ask forgiveness. I don’t do second chances.” He slammed the door so hard my ears rang, ending our date with crashing finality. Not a stellar evening.

But guess what? I’m footloose and fancy free.

All I need to do is find a man.

      [image: ]A grin formed on Connor’s face as he read the blog entry. Most people would label it a smirk. Hell, he knew where Maggie could find a man. He was that man. Damn, he couldn’t take this. He had to talk to her today, come to an understanding.
Half an hour later, he leaned on the intercom button, and a curious neighbor let him inside—probably to stop the racket at such an ungodly hour on a Sunday morning.
Taking the stairs two at a time, he raced up to the second floor and thumped on Maggie’s door. She took a long time to answer. Finally, the door flew open. Maggie…her hair. It was the first time he’d ever seen it loose, and it rippled down her back, stopping just above the curve of her ass.
“Hey.” Weak, Connor. He cleared the lump from his throat and sought a witty comeback. His gaze slipped to her breasts. Rounded and sexy. Tempting. A distraction.
“Connor!” A blush crept over her cheeks and down her neck. “Having a good look?”
Connor wanted to explore the pink glow with his lips. “You shouldn’t answer the door dressed like that.”
“You’re early.” Maggie scowled, crossing her arms over her chest.
Watching her butt, he followed her into the kitchenette, mesmerized by the dark locks glinting under the artificial light. It took him another four steps before he realized all she wore was an oversize T-shirt. He glanced down. Great legs. Normally she hid them beneath ankle length skirts or baggy sweats.
“Should I make coffee?”
“Yes. I need a shower.” She padded down the passage and disappeared into a room at the end. Connor didn’t move until he heard the rattle of pipes and the distant spray of water. A visual formed in his mind. Dark hair dripping wet, nipples playing peek-a-boo while Maggie lazily soaped her body… Hell. The last thing he needed right now was to imagine her naked.
Coffee. Yeah. He forced himself to walk into the kitchen, arousal shooting through his veins and pooling in his groin. He needed to stick to the plan he’d formulated in the early hours of this morning, after he’d seen her blog entry. Talk to her today. Part A of the plan. Part B was keeping her, but that was on a need-to-know basis.
Spanking—that might cause a few problems too, but first things first.
Coffee…
Connor was familiar with the layout of Maggie’s apartment since the Tight Five often hung out at her place. It didn’t take him long to make coffee. By the time the shower stopped, water dripped through the coffee filter and the fragrant scent of ground beans filled the kitchen.
He waited. Where was she? Five minutes passed, then five more. He imagined her drying her body, smoothing on her body lotion smelling of old-fashioned lavender, brushing the knots from her long hair and restraining it into the braid she favored.
He grasped the edge of the table until his knuckles whitened. Damn, he had to get his lust under control. He couldn’t touch her, except in friendship. Not yet. Patience, man. Cursing, he grabbed two white china mugs from the cupboard and poured coffee. He steeled himself at the scuff of footsteps. Seconds later he smelled lavender, and Maggie breezed into the kitchen.
“Why are you so early?” she asked. “Didn’t you see Gwen or whoever you’re going out with last night?”
“I’m not dating Gwen anymore. I’m solo for the moment.” As soon as he said the words, he regretted them. Damn, why did he sound like Romeo between Juliets? Despite public opinion, his bedroom didn’t have a revolving door.
“Since when? Won’t you walk lopsided now without a babe to balance you?” Maggie winked and dropped onto a stool beside him at the breakfast bar. She leaned over to switch on the stereo, her V-neck T-shirt gaping to display creamy white curves. His mind blanked, his fingers itching to touch. Instead, he wrapped his hands around his mug and took a sip of coffee. Baby steps and patience.
“I thought you liked Gwen,” she added.
“I do like her, but I felt like I was dating my sister.”
Maggie’s brown eyes widened. “Ouch. You didn’t tell her that, did you?”
“No. Our parting was amicable.” Her compassion made his heart melt. He wanted to hug her for caring about a woman she’d met only once.
“Do you have your eye on someone else?” She sipped her coffee and glanced at him over the rim of her mug.
“Not really,” he said, seeing an opening. “Gwen was always complaining about rugby season during winter. With training and Saturday games, I don’t have many free nights. I’m not desperate for a replacement. Why do you ask?”
“It’s just that you always have a woman.” White teeth nibbled her bottom lip. A cute furrow formed and vanished between her eyes, as if she didn’t believe him.
“Maggie, contrary to public opinion I don’t always have a woman around.”
“Can I ask a personal question?”
“Sure.” He wouldn’t guarantee a reply, but her expression told him she’d guessed that.
“What about sex? I mean, I like sex. The closeness and sleeping with a guy.” She paused, looked him straight in the eye. “Do you miss sex when you’re not going out with someone?”
Connor laughed. This conversation couldn’t have gone better if he’d scripted it. “Sure, I miss sex.” He hesitated, wondering how honest he should be with her. “This is just between us, right?”
“I would never share a private conversation with any of the others.”
Connor knew it was true. While their other friends gossiped amongst themselves, he’d never heard Maggie repeat anything confidential. Not once. “Yeah, I miss sex,” he said. “I love to explore a woman’s body, her scent and taste, her soft curves. Masturbation doesn’t bring the same pleasure. My hand never feels quite the same as tight, hot pussy.”
Color shaded her cheeks, although she nodded. “I know what you mean. It’s the emptiness afterward that gets to me.” Her smile was rueful. “I’m probably every man’s nightmare because I like to cuddle. Sleeping alone and self-pleasuring isn’t the same.”
He’d ask her. Right now. The timing couldn’t be better.
A feeling he recognized as terror speared his gut. A lot rode on her reaction to his next question. Connor placed his coffee mug on the counter. “Will you kiss me?”
“A kiss?” A surprised laugh escaped her. “Why?”
“I have an idea, but I need a kiss first.”
Smiling, Maggie leaned close and pressed her lips against his cheek. She moved back before he reacted.
“That wasn’t quite what I had in mind.” Blood rushed through his veins, his heart thudding against his ribs in an erratic manner. Hell, sex between them would be good, if this innocent little kiss was any sign. “A real kiss.”
Connor closed the distance between them and grasped her head in his hands. She jumped at his touch, stared at him, a spark of indefinable emotion darkening the golden-brown of her eyes to chocolate. His gaze dropped to her mouth. God, he’d always loved her mouth, fantasized about kissing it, seeing her lips wrapped around his cock. He snorted. Like that idea would score him points. Connor brushed his lips against hers. Soft. So soft. The rest of his body went on high alert, cock filling to press against his fly.
She sighed and he took advantage, slipping his tongue inside to taste her. Coffee and a faint minty flavor danced across his taste buds. At first he kept the kiss slow and gentle, then he lifted his head to study her. He liked the dreamy expression on her face, but he enjoyed kissing her more. He wanted her to respond to his kiss, needed to know she felt even a little like he did. Her eager lips and the hands threading through his hair, holding him in place as he wrapped his arms around her again, shot his doubts to hell.
Slowly, he pulled back. They were both breathing fast. “Okay. That answered my question.”
Maggie smoothed her tongue over her bottom lip and watched him with a touch of confusion. Judging by her expression, she thought she’d taken a wrong turn from the bathroom and stepped into an alternative reality. “What question?”
“Would you be interested in a friends with benefits deal with me?” He held his breath and waited for her answer, knowing he’d never wanted something so much in all his life.
Her mouth opened and closed three times. “Friends with benefits? You mean…we’d sleep together?”
“If we weren’t seeing anyone else.” Damn, please don’t say no. His gut jumped with nerves. He’d pushed her too hard. She’d reject his offer and wonder about his motives.
Maggie picked up her mug and took a sip of coffee, grimacing faintly. She stood and walked over to the coffeemaker, returning with the carafe. “Do you want a top up?”
“Sure.” He held out his mug.
She took a long time, fiddling with the coffee, the mugs and the Granny Smith apples sitting in the fruit bowl.
“Are you going to say something?”
“Doesn’t a deal like this have the potential to blow up in our faces?”
“Why should it?” he asked, trying to convince her. “We’re not kids.”
“I still don’t understand why you’d choose me.” She paced, her obvious anxiety making him nervous.
“You’re a friend. I like you. I trust you.” Connor refused to ignore the many pitfalls. That wouldn’t be smart. “We’d set boundaries before we started anything between us. Stop pacing. Sit next to me. I’m not gonna bite.” Not yet, but if things went his way he would in the future. He’d enjoy marking her, leaving her body wearing his badge of possession.
To his relief, she joined him at the breakfast bar, sliding onto one of the wooden stools.
“What brought this on? Why are you asking me instead of one of the others? Julia isn’t seeing anyone at the moment.”
“I’ve always felt comfortable talking to you about anything, including sex. You don’t gossip and you have integrity. I like you.” Nothing less than the truth.
“Oh.” A cute crinkle marred the smoothness of her brow. “I like you too. You’re one of my best friends.” She paused a beat. “Are we still going to the gym?”
Damn. Her words didn’t fill him with hope. He’d made her uncomfortable.
“Of course. I’m not letting you off that easy. You’d have to go through the sore muscle stage all over again.” Had he scared her off? Or worse, she didn’t find him sexy.
“Good. I’m flattered, but I need to think about your…proposition while I’m on the treadmill.” She attempted a smile. “Can we talk later?”
Thank you, God. She intended to give him a chance. “Sure, we can. I’ll spring for lunch afterward.”
“I’d like to go to the beach.” Her eyes lit up at the thought. “I do my best thinking at the beach.”
“You do? Why didn’t I know?”
She shrugged. “I guess it’s never come up before.”
“Do you have plans for tomorrow?”
“No, apart from sleeping in and having a lazy day. The usual holiday stuff.”
“My parents have a holiday home at Port Waikato. Would you like to drive out there with me this afternoon and stay the night?” Before she could say no, he added, “We can sleep in separate rooms.” Connor had the absurd desire to grab her and stuff her inside his car. Kidnapping. Old-fashioned ravishment. Yeah. All that stuff. Something about Maggie brought out a dominant gene in him, the need to protect.
“Could I walk on the beach?”
“Anything you want.”
When she wrinkled her nose, his heart sank. He knew what was coming next. She’d tell him to take a flying jump. There went a great friend. He knew he was taking a risk, but it had been worth it. There was no way he could have lived with himself if he’d done nothing and stood aside while another man scooped her up first, from under his nose.
Maggie picked up the empty mugs and stacked them in the dishwasher. “Okay, you’ve got a deal—”
“Then you’ll sleep with me?” he asked.
She laughed. “Not so fast. I’ll go with you to the beach. The other part needs more thinking.” Her grin was a flash of white teeth. “I’ll let you know. Promise.”
Relieved, Connor nodded, brain working at speed. Way to go! He could be very charming, especially around Maggie. And persuasive, when he was going after something he wanted.
Looked like his charm gene was in for a major workout today.





OEBPS/images/888dc7d8-0f70-4206-9ec3-f4f04753195d.png
‘Y Yo 'o""





OEBPS/images/eb5b81ae-9dca-4cb9-ba69-7fb8f0471c00.png







