
		
			
    
            Chapter One 





			How do you tell your best friend that you’ve met someone? That you’ve met the woman you want to have by your side, for better or worse, richer or poorer, in sickness and in health, forsaking all others until death do us part.

			The forsaking all others was always my biggest hang-up, until I met my “someone.” I’d also want to die first because I wouldn’t want to live without her. Just thinking about that is enough to send me into a panic attack.

			Should be pretty simple, right? Your best friend loves you, wants what’s best for you, and wants you to be happy. The complication here is that “my someone” is said best friend, and she has no idea how I feel about her. But today is February 14, and tonight is the night. The night when I’m going to tell Claire I am madly in love with her. Okay, maybe not the full-on “I’m in love with you so much I can hardly breathe” disclosure, but more along the lines of I want to be more than just your friend—a lot more.

			It started six months ago when I met Clarice. She hates that name, by the way. She says it reminds her of Jodie Foster’s character in Silence of the Lambs. I like it because it’s her name. Every time I watch the movie, I’m not thinking about Jodie. I’m thinking about Claire.

			We met in grad school, when a tall, leggy redhead sat in the vacant chair beside me. We were in a cramped classroom waiting for the instructor of the dreaded Statistics in Economics course to arrive. I had trepidation about this class, and judging by the number of people who had found seats in the room, they, like me, did not want to take the course online.

			I was getting my MBA because I had always dreamed of being one of the most successful businesswomen in the country. Okay, maybe  not the country, maybe the state, and on some days maybe only as much as my company. Claire, on the other hand, was an architect and wanted to open her own firm. She thought the MBA would help her be successful. Personally, I thought we could find better things to do with our time besides having our heads in a book every evening studying algorithms or whatever else we were going to learn in this stupid class. I will admit I was selfishly glad she had come to this class. What was it that Humphrey Bogart said… “Of all the gin joints in all the towns in all the world, she walks into mine”? I can echo that sentiment. “Of all the statistics classes in all the universities in all the world, and she sits down next to me.”

			She was older than me by a few years, which made her in her mid-thirties. As we sat chatting, waiting for the instructor to grace us with his presence, we hit it off. I don’t make friends easily. I live by myself. The only roommates I ever had were during the two disastrous years I spent in a dorm for my undergrad courses. Other than roommates from hell, I had a great time, met a lot of people, partied with some, slept with more than I probably should have, and barely remembered most of them. I’m at a different university now, far away from home and talking to the most beautiful woman in the classroom. How I got so lucky, I don’t know. I think I’ll stop and buy some lottery tickets on the way home.

			The instructor finally arrived, coming in all pompous, thinking he’s all that in his tweed jacket and tortoise-rim glasses. It was August 12, and we were in Phoenix, Arizona, for crying out loud. The outside temp when class started was still over a hundred and ten degrees. What was with the jacket? Did he think we were at Harvard? Did he get off at the wrong stop? Was it wishful thinking on his part, or was he just a deranged, nutty professor? I shot a glance at Claire, and her expression said she was thinking the same thing. Did I mention she had a smattering of freckles across her nose, a breathtaking smile, and the greenest eyes I had ever seen?

			The guy was old school, passing out paper copies of the course syllabus. Yes, that’s correct, paper copies. Glancing around, I saw some people in the room that had probably never held a piece of paper. We were older than most in the room, the ink still wet on their undergrad diplomas. I’d been working for almost ten years and, at the ripe old age of thirty-two, had realized that to get anywhere else, I needed that ridiculous MBA at the end of my name. At least in my company, I did. I don’t mean to insult anyone that has it, but I say ridiculous because I  have real experience, which, in my mind, is much more valuable and practical than the degree. This, I thought, was evidenced by my six-figure salary, 40 percent annual bonus, my paid-for, two-year-old truck in the parking lot, my spacious apartment in one of the newer buildings in the city, and my almost-paid-for cabin in the pine woods up north.

			Anyway, back to Claire…

		


		
			
    
            Chapter Ten 





			I didn’t know which was louder—the cheers coming from the hundred guests or the roaring in my head. Claire’s lips were as soft as I imagined, and she knew exactly what to do with them. I was about to reach for her when she broke the kiss.

			She was breathing hard, her eyes glazed and face flushed. I couldn’t quite read her expression. I opened my mouth to say something, I had no idea what, but Claire beat me to it.

			“Happy New Year, Hayes.”

			“Happy New Year.” That wasn’t what I wanted to say, but it would have to do for now. “So far it’s fabulous,” I added.

			Max kept anything else from happening between us and put a glass of champagne in our hands. He clinked the glasses.

			“Cheers and Happy New Year,” he said, seeming oblivious to what he’d interrupted. But what did he interrupt? I tried to get my head around the fact that Claire had kissed me. On the lips. Intentionally. And it wasn’t a friendly peck.

			“Was that Ruth I saw sniffing around earlier?”

			I took a couple of deep breaths so I could think clearly. It would take more than that before I would get back to somewhere close to normal.

			“Yes, and I told her to get lost.”

			“Meow, sis,” Max said.

			“Damn right.”

			Claire turned to me. “Dance with me?”

			“Excuse me?” Couples had been on the dance floor all evening.

			“I asked you to dance with me.”

			“Here? Now?” I croaked like a schoolboy whose voice was changing.

			 “Well, yes.”

			“Your mother,” I said, giving Claire a gracious out if she hadn’t realized what she’d asked.

			“Can watch or leave the room. Her choice.”

			“You’re sexy as hell when you get your back up,” Max said before leaving us alone.

			“I have no idea what that saying has to do with anything. Are you going to dance with me or not?”

			“I thought you’d never ask.”

			“You lead,” she said.

			The thought of Claire surrendering to me on the dance floor, or any place for that matter, made my head spin.

			I extended my hand to her, and we headed toward the crowd that filled the dance floor. She stepped into my arms like she’d done it thousand times before, and my world rocked again. She was a great dancer, light on her feet and smooth. She molded her body to mine, and I tried not to stumble. My heart was pounding so hard as we moved around the floor, Claire had to have noticed. No one had ever felt this good in my arms. Her hand on my shoulder was electrifying, and the one in my hand felt like it had always belonged there. Whatever emotional distance I’d managed to keep closed in like the petals on a soft flower. This time I did stumble.

			Claire leaned away just far enough to ask, “Are you okay?”

			“I have no idea,” I said honestly.

			She smiled at me knowingly and pulled me closer.

			I lost track of how many songs we danced to but thanked the DJ gods for the opportunity to hold Claire in my arms. She smelled like sunshine and happiness—corny but true. We didn’t talk. I don’t think I could have held a coherent conversation with the lascivious thoughts swirling around in my head and echoing in my nether regions. The more we danced, the more she relaxed, her body fitting mine perfectly. This was not the way a straight woman danced. Now I was completely confused.

			“I don’t mean to cut in, but your mother is about to have a stroke watching you two. As much as she might deserve it, I’ll never hear the end of it. Have pity on your old dad and dance with me?”

			Claire’s father’s hand on my shoulder didn’t feel threatening. I really liked Johnathon, and I wished that…forget about wishes and back to reality.

			“You don’t mind, do you, Hayes?” he asked, turning to me.

			 “Of course not. Dads, especially good dads, always trump friends.”

			Claire stepped out of my arms, and I could still feel where she’d touched me. When I started to walk off the dance floor, Max came up beside me.

			“Let’s dance, but I insist on leading,” he said, taking my hand. “I never learned how to dance backward.”

			“I think I can manage,” I replied, laughing. “At least I’m not in those heels your sister is wearing. I don’t know how she does it.”

			“Speaking of my sister.”

			“We met in statistics class, and we’re just friends.”

			Max laughed. “That’s about as much BS as my mother. Who are you trying to convince, you or Claire?”

			“There is…”

			“Save your breath. You’ll need it for when my sister kisses you again.”

			He had obviously seen Claire kiss me. “There is…” I stopped denying something that was so obvious.

			“I know, just friends,” he said. “But friends don’t look at each other the way you two have all evening and not want more than friendship.”

			“Max,” I said in my most persuasive voice, “I appreciate your compliment, but you’re a bit off base.” The base was that Claire was interested in me.

			“Okay. I’ll stop talking about it. At least I will until I get Claire alone. You don’t know me from the man in the moon, but I can tell you that I have never seen Claire look at someone the way she looks at you. The chemistry between you two is off the charts. And I’d know because I teach chemistry. You two could spontaneously combust.”

			I glanced over Claire, who was laughing at something her father had said. Then he said something else, and her expression turned serious. I caught her looking at me. Oh, to be a fly on her shoulder.

		


		
			
    
            Chapter Eleven 





			“Ready?” Claire asked twenty minutes later. The party showed no signs of breaking up, and she looked tired.

			“Whenever you are.”

			“My feet are killing me,” she said, and I let my gaze drift down her legs to her shoes.

			“How do you wear those?”

			“I hate them. They obviously hurt my feet, but they make my legs and ass look fabulous. So, wearing them is worth it.”

			“No argument from me.” My clit throbbed as I imagined me on my knees taking off her shoes, then running my hands up her legs and sliding the silk stockings down those fabulous legs.

			“I need to say my good-byes to my mother. You can get our coats. I’ll only be a few minutes.”

			“Not a chance of my leaving you to face her alone. There’s strength in numbers.” I straightened my tie and my jacket and held out my arm. “Let’s do this.” Her smile lit up my world.

			“Come on, silly,” Claire said, then gave me quick kiss on the cheek. What were we talking about again? “Let’s get it over with.” As we approached, Diedre obviously noticed Claire’s hand in the crook of my arm. An unpleasant expression crossed her face, like she had a bad taste in her mouth.

			“We’re leaving, Mother. Great party, as usual. I heard several compliments on the food and the music.”

			“Are you two going home?” She looked at both of us when she said “you two,” her insinuation very clear. We were going home and fucking—a lot.

			“Yes. It’s late.”

			 “Ms. Martin, I’d like to speak with my daughter. Privately.” The tone of Diedre’s last word was more a command than a request.

			I looked to Claire for my answer, and she nodded. “Why don’t you get our coats? I’ll just be a minute.”

			“Mrs. Wheeler, again, a pleasure to meet you, and thank you for extending the invitation. Good night.”

			Diedre barely waited until I was out of earshot before saying something to Claire. I couldn’t hear what it was, but by the tone, it told me it wasn’t that she liked me.

			One of the party staff handed me Claire’s coat, her perfume drifting up and igniting my memory. The coat covered more of her legs than her dress did, yet she had made no attempt to use it to cover her legs when she was in the car.

			Other than our interactions with Claire’s mother, it was a great party. Lots of stimulating conversation with interesting people. I really liked Max and was looking forward to seeing him again. The same with Claire’s father. It was obvious he loved and supported his children. Oh, and did I mention that CLAIRE KISSED ME!

			I felt Claire’s hand on my shoulder. She used me for balance as she took off one shoe, then the other. For some reason, that was just plain sexy.

			“God, that feels better.” She moaned.

			I held out her coat and slid it up onto her shoulders, hesitating just a moment to savor the feel of her under my hands. Tension lines bracketed her mouth and eyes.

			“I shouldn’t have left you alone with her,” I said, one of the biggest regrets of my life.

			“No. It’s all right. Nothing I haven’t heard before.”

			I raised my eyebrows, my expression saying “really”?

			“No. Not the lesbian part, but she did take the opportunity to tell me exactly how being with you would ruin my life and, of course, hers too.”

			“But we’re not together,” I said, stating the obvious.

			“It’s fine. I just want to forget about it. Just please take me home.”

			Claire did not agree or even acknowledge my comment about us not being together.

			As I drove her home, her mood at the end of this evening was the opposite of when it began. Gone was the confident, smiling, sexy woman who was Claire Wheeler. She was quiet, and this time when I  looked at her, it wasn’t to stare at her legs but at her facial expression. How priorities change.

			I pulled into her drive and turned off the ignition, the click and clack of the powerful engine the only noise in the car. I wanted to take her in my arms and tell her it would be okay. Hell. I wanted to make it okay. But with the
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