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Malcolm Beaumont

One Year Ago

“YEAH, GRANDPA, I GOT it.” I ran a hand through my hair, the phone wedged between my shoulder and ear as I straightened my tie.

“You dull boy, will I ever have the pleasure of teaching you anything?” I cracked a half-smile and turned.

“Grandpa, life is easy. People are the ones who complicate it.” I grabbed the phone and sat down on the bed.

“And that’s exactly why you’re a bore—stiff, rigid, by the book.” The smile stayed on my lips.

“Why make it hard?” I dropped my gaze to my polished shoes, and my grandfather didn’t say anything else, so I went on, intending to end the call. “I’ll be in Springfield tomorrow. I don’t plan on staying long.”

“Are you coming home, or staying at the penthouse?” He knew I kept a penthouse—so I wouldn’t have to drag my hookups back to the place I shared with my grandfather.

“Haven’t decided yet.” I stood up.

“All right. Don’t forget the condoms. I want to be a great-grandfather, but only with the right woman.” I rolled my eyes. That was Ralph Ross to a T.

My grandfather was always complaining that it was time I gave him grandkids. Part of me knew the old man was right—after all, thirty-seven was just about knocking on my door. I shouldn’t wait. But I couldn’t picture myself with a little brat.

Waiting for the right woman to show up was better. Or, like my grandfather says, I’m waiting for the right woman to be custom-made.

I slipped the phone into the inside pocket of my jacket, grabbed the valise off the bed, and left for Sacramento. William had called a meeting to sort out some contractual issues between our states.

Newly elected governor of California, William and I shared not only a friendship but also common plans for our states. Just as he’d been elected in California, I’d become governor of Illinois—where I’d basically grown up, at my grandfather’s side.

My father lived in Sacramento with his wife and my sister, Zoey. So I stayed at their place to catch up.

Dad lost my mother when I was still a baby. She had what they called postpartum depression. Nothing could ever convince me it wasn’t my fault. If my mother hadn’t had me, she wouldn’t have died. My grandfather would still have his only daughter. My father wouldn’t have lost his first great love.

Everything would have been better if I’d never been born. And that was one of the reasons I didn’t want to bring a child of my own into this world.

Of course, my father found a new love, but it took time. For years I watched him move through life on autopilot. If it hadn’t been for my grandfather, Dad might never have given himself a chance to love again.

Grandpa never blamed my father. Or even me. With that big heart of his, he embraced Dad like a son, guiding him to move on—after all, he was too young to shut himself off from the world.

My father remarried. He and Claire had my sister Zoey—that tiny, annoying thing who lit up the whole house.

Everyone tried to get it through my head that I could do the same. That I could get married, have a wife, produce little creatures, and nothing would happen to me. But why change my life when everything was running smoothly? It was much easier to just let the boat sail on its course.

I had everything I’d ever wanted. I ran my family’s airline companies—I’d been trained to be at the helm of all of them. My name was on those doors.

And I still managed to hold my position as governor of Illinois. It’s worth noting that getting into politics was easy, considering the entire Ross family was already in that world. It was something I was very proud of—because of the wealth the Rosses carried. And now it was my turn to carry it forward. Even though I bore my father’s surname, I represented the Rosses with dignity.

I walked out of the room. Zoey’s excited voice filled the whole living room.

“Dad, it’s my friend’s birthday. She goes to school far away from me, she came all the way to Sacramento just to celebrate with me. It’s not that big a deal.” Zoey clasped her hands together as I came down the stairs. “Brother, please remind Dad that I’m a grown woman of eighteen. Eighteen!” Zoey emphasized her age.

“I’m staying out of this one,” I said, playing dumb.

“That’s because you’re a schemer and you’re on Dad’s side.” She rolled her eyes.

The doorbell rang. We all looked toward the door.

“I’ll get it,” I said, knowing they were locked in that argument and I could use it as an escape.

I gripped the gold doorknob, and when I pulled the door open, my eyes lifted to Scarlet Fitzgerald—someone I hadn’t seen in a long time.

“Oh, Malcolm. I didn’t know you were in town.” My eyes fixed on Scarlett’s slightly full lips. I shouldn’t have done that, but watching her wet them was like a magnet for my gaze.

“Just passing through. I have a meeting with William.” I still had my hand on the doorknob, keeping her from coming in.

“Ah...” She cleared her throat again.

It was strange. Scarlett had changed. The last image I had of her was far more childish than the woman standing in front of me. Maybe that was because it had been about four years since I’d last seen her.

Her hair, always cut short, was long now. Her honey-brown eyes wore a soft layer of makeup, as if that were even necessary for a woman who clearly had the features of an angel.

“Scar!” Zoey yelped sharply behind me, making me blink several times from that grating echo.

I let go of the doorknob and let the girl pass. She looked a lot like her mother. She definitely didn’t have the striking Fitzgerald features. She was just a little shorter than me, with soft, delicate movements—literally raised in a family of status.

A woman who would never be worthy of my hands on her body, for countless reasons. Starting with the fact that I was her cousin’s best friend and her brother’s colleague.

“Sort out your own problems. I’m heading to the Capitol to meet William,” I said, raising my voice a little, not waiting for a response as I stepped through the door and avoided getting dragged into that situation.

I knew Zoey would get what she wanted in the end. My sister always did.
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SCARLETT FITZGERALD, 19 YEARS OLD.

MALCOLM BEAUMONT, 38 YEARS OLD.
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Scarlett Fitzgerald

A Year And A Half Later

ZOEY HAD MANAGED TO get herself tangled up in the biggest mess of her life, and that was saying something, considering everything she’d pulled before.

My friend was crazy—everyone knew that about her—but getting involved with my cousin, and worse, getting caught by her own brother, didn’t just make her a complete lunatic. It made William one too.

Now the Beaumonts had started a little war with the Fitzgeralds, and I was stuck right in the crossfire, caught between my family and my best friend.

I’d known Zoey my whole life. Our families had always been close. And now that this thing between William and Zoey had been announced to the people around us, the war was on.

It all came down to the fact that William and Malcolm were best friends. And my cousin was a world-class scumbag—not in front of his voters, but behind closed doors. Malcolm knew it, and obviously, he figured my cousin had seduced his sister and blamed him for it. Everyone was blaming William. He was a lot older than Zoey, so the guilt fell on him. And my cousin, being a good Fitzgerald, took it on the chin.

Even if I blamed my cousin, I knew Zoey was completely in love with William. She was capable of anything to get him in her bed. She might have been just as guilty as my cousin, but that never stopped me from siding with her and against William.

My friend was living even farther away from me now, and it had driven us apart.

Since exams were over at the university, I decided to come stay at Malcolm’s grandfather’s house, where Zoey was holed up far from William, to make sure the two of them stayed apart.

Zoey and Malcolm weren’t related on their mother’s side. Mr. Ralph Ross was only Malcolm’s grandfather, but he treated Zoey like a granddaughter.

I was pulling my suitcase when the housekeeper let me in.

“Let me take that, miss.” I turned my head quickly, trying to find where the voice came from, since it wasn’t the housekeeper’s. One of the staff surprised me, reaching for the handle of my bag.

“Oh, thank you.” I cleared my throat, thanking the man.

“Hey, bestie.” I looked up when I heard my best friend’s excited little squeal as she came toward me.

We hugged hard. It felt so good to be near Zoey. She understood me. She got my deepest fears. It was like we shared the same demons.

“I’m so happy to see you,” I said, running my hands over her back.

“I think the worst part of sleeping with the governor was us getting separated.” Zoey pouted as we pulled apart.

“We all knew you wouldn’t stop until you got what you wanted. Anyone who thought Zoey Beaumont wouldn’t go after her obsession was kidding themselves.” I rolled my eyes sarcastically.

Everyone knew Zoey had had a crush on William since she was a kid. It had only gotten stronger as she grew up, that childhood feeling turning into something bigger. Even William knew about her love for him, but he kept his distance. After all, there were too many years between them.

“Come on. Mr. Ralph is in the living room. He’ll love to see you again.” She laced her fingers through mine.

She practically dragged me into the room, where I saw the old man sitting in an armchair. His eyes were fixed on what looked like a newspaper. I hadn’t seen him in years.

His brown eyes met mine, and a smile immediately spread across his lips.

“Miss Fitzgerald, it’s been so long. Last time I saw you, I think it was at our little Zozo’s fifteenth birthday party. And I must say, you’ve grown into a beautiful woman.” Mr. Ralph Ross had always been a kind, gentlemanly old man. He spoke with such warmth, like we were family.

“Too bad it’s under these circumstances.” I gave him a half-forced smile as I stepped closer. When I saw he was about to stand up to greet me, I said, “No, no need.”

I bent down and hugged him carefully, knowing how he liked to be greeted.

“Hard to believe I saw you when you were this small,” he teased affectionately as I pulled back.

“Hard to believe the last time I saw you, you didn’t have that cane,” I shot back, joking the same way he had.

“Accessories of old age.” Ralph looked up, and my curiosity made me follow his gaze.

My friend’s brother was coming down the stairs, fiddling with his tie absentmindedly when he looked at us. My throat went dry. Malcolm had a thin black stubble marking his face, and his dark eyes locked onto mine. He was gorgeous. Incredibly gorgeous. And it wasn’t wrong to think that about my best friend’s brother, because nothing would ever happen between us. Malcolm was the kind of guy who only dated Victoria’s Secret models. Not that I thought I was beneath them. My mother had been a model once. I’d inherited all the model traits from her; I just didn’t go down that road.

I’d probably inherited my father’s geeky temperament. I was too shy to be strutting around on a runway.

“Miss Fitzgerald. Welcome.” His tone was a little rude.

“Thanks, Malcolm.” I didn’t want to be formal. I’d always called him by his first name, and I didn’t want this to be the moment we started acting like strangers. Not that we were best friends—we barely talked. Our interactions usually only happened when Zoey was around.

“Going out, dear?” Ralph asked his grandson.

“Yeah, I have plans. Don’t wait up.” Malcolm pulled his gaze away from me after holding it for way too long.

“When he says ‘don’t wait up,’ it means ‘don’t wait up, I’m spending the night with some woman more important than his own sister.’” Zoey crossed her arms.

“You know you’ll always be more important than anything else. But let’s just say I have needs.” Malcolm winked at his sister.

He just kissed the top of her head, glanced quickly in my direction, turned, and left.

Without realizing I’d been holding my breath, keeping my throat dry, I blinked a few times, let the air out, wet my throat as I closed my eyes, and noticed how much Malcolm had thrown me off.

When I opened them again, I saw a massive grand piano in the corner of the room.

“It’s beautiful. Do you play?” I asked Ralph, who was staring at me oddly with a crease between his eyebrows.

“No. It’s one of the few keepsakes from my daughter that I couldn’t get rid of. Violet loved playing this instrument. Do you know how?”

“Oh, yes, I do. I love it.” I gave him my best smile.

“I’d love to hear you play it, since my ungrateful grandson doesn’t want to play for his grandfather anymore.” He winked.

I was even more impressed. I hadn’t expected Malcolm to know how to play the piano. That man, in his dark suit, with those dominant black eyes, knew how to play the piano? I think I got a little wet right in the spot where I really shouldn’t have.
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Scarlett Fitzgerald

STAYING AT ZOEY’S BROTHER’S place was like being at summer camp with a charismatic grandpa. Ralph taught me chess—not that I didn’t already know how to play, but the old man showed me strategies I’d never seen before.

Slowly, I finished the song, playing the last few notes of “Straight from the Heart” by Bryan Adams. Mom always said my taste in music was like a little old lady’s, a seventy-year-old’s at best, or at worst, a hopeless romantic who still believed in princes arriving on white horses.

“Bravo.” I looked up, smiling at Ralph. “Perfect, simply perfect, isn’t it, Malcolm?”

I turned my head, surprised, searching for this third person I hadn’t known was there. Only Ralph and Zoey were in the room. Where the hell had Malcolm come from?

I caught my friend’s brother staring at me. That crease was in the middle of his forehead, his black eyes locked on me like I was his prey. A small smile spread across Malcolm’s lips, showing just a hint of his white teeth.

“Yes, Grandpa, Miss Fitzgerald sings like a goddamn angel.” His eyes slid away from mine, and my throat tightened again.

What the hell was happening to me? It wasn’t like I was seeing my friend’s brother for the first time. I’d always known he was a handsome man, but I had my feet planted firmly on the ground when it came to giving myself to someone like him.

I wasn’t some naive virgin anymore, idealizing the perfect first man. Every man I’d chosen had been average, basically—good sex, nothing to write home about, not the kind that made you touch the stars like in romance novels.

I’d gotten to the point where I didn’t expect much from the men I slept with. No expectations. That was the rule.

Losing my virginity had been one of the craziest decisions I’d ever made, something I tried alongside Zoey. Not together, of course. Each of us with our own man, in our own rooms. But my first time was horrible. That’s when I realized princes on white horses didn’t exist, and fairy-tale first times were literally just that: fairy tales.

“A friend is coming over tonight.” Malcolm’s voice grabbed all our attention.

“A friend?” Zoey frowned like it was the most abnormal thing in the world.

“Yeah, problem?” Malcolm started walking toward the stairs.

“I don’t know—do guys have female friends?” Her brother shot her a suggestive smile.

“They do. But in this case, well...” The governor of Illinois ran a hand through his hair. “Forget it.”

“Do I know her? It’d be a lot easier if you mentioned this friend’s name.” Mr. Ralph didn’t seem thrilled about the supposed visit.

“Yes, you know her, Grandpa. She’s Senator Wells’s daughter, Gabrielly Wells.” I bit my lip and dropped my head.

I didn’t want to be at this dinner. I think I got jealous just hearing him call another woman his friend. Jealous of what? After all, all I had were palpitations and a tight throat every time I thought about Malcolm.

“Yes, Wells is an old friend. But his daughter—I don’t know her.” Mr. Ralph clearly wasn’t happy about the visit.

“Well, Gabrielly’s coming over. I need you to act normal around her. I have interests with her father, and I heard he’s very attached to his daughter. I’m going to win that old man’s trust through his daughter...”

“What kind of business do you have with the Wells that requires going through his daughter?” Ralph’s tone sounded like he was scolding him.

“Business, Grandpa. Business.” He shot a mocking smile and headed up the stairs.

Confused, I looked at my friend, who seemed just as lost as I was.

“Is it just me, or did he just say that to get a girl over here to fuck?” Zoey blurted out with no filter right in front of the old man.

“I think your brother wants to get something through... intimacy.” Even without saying the explicit word like my friend had, I felt my cheeks burn.

“Remember, girls—always be beautiful and delicate. Nothing like that ungrateful grandson of mine.” Ralph grumbled as he grabbed his cane.

“Let me help you.” I stood up quickly from my bench behind the piano.

“I’m going to miss this sweet care.” I smiled at him and picked up his cane.

I placed it in front of him, held Ralph’s hand, and helped steady him as he stood up.

“I think I’ll be the one missing all the care you give me.” I gave him one of my best smiles.

Mr. Ralph stared at me for a long moment, like his mind had drifted somewhere distant.

“Are you okay, sir?” I asked, stepping back once his hand was firm on the cane.

“Ah, yes... yes... it’s just that—I remembered something.” Ralph’s eyes filled with tears, but he didn’t let them fall.

“I hope you’re okay.” I touched his shoulder.

“Yes, I just briefly remembered my daughter. A passing thought.” I pulled my hand off his shoulder and brought them to the fabric of my dress, like I was breaking out in a cold sweat. That wasn’t exactly what I’d expected—being compared to Malcolm’s mother. Did he think I looked like her too?

“I’d love to hear more about your daughter,” I said softly, to lighten the mood and ease the tension.

“I’d be happy to tell you. But since we’ll have a guest, I think I’ll take a shower.” He walked off, his cane tapping the floor as he slowly made his way to the back of the mansion. Mr. Ralph was the only one with a bedroom on the first floor.

I was alone with my friend. Zoey rolled her eyes when she saw me, then brought her hand to her mouth, pretending to gag.

“You’re so sweet it’s gross, Scar.” She stood up from the couch, then immediately sat back down, pressing a hand to her forehead.

I walked over to her, sat down beside her, and rubbed her arm.

“Hey, what was that? Are you okay?” I put my other hand on her forehead to check her temperature.

“I’m fine. It was nothing, just a little dizzy spell.” Zoey stood up and took a deep breath. Still worried, I watched her as I followed her upstairs to the room where we both slept together.
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Scarlett Fitzgerald

ZOEY SWORE UP AND DOWN she was fine, but in the two days I’d been there, it wasn’t the first time I’d seen her get sick. If it happened again, we’d have to do something.

“Girl, it should be illegal to be as beautiful as you are,” Zoey said the moment we left the room.

“You’re trying to change the subject because you know I’m worried about your health.” I crossed my arms as we walked down the hallway.

It had taken us forever to leave the room, because Zoey insisted she wasn’t about to play hostess for a woman she didn’t know.

“If it works, I’m ahead of the game. But come on—you could at least have one flaw.” I grabbed the golden banister of the staircase.

“There you go with that weird talk again.” I lowered my voice, trying to hide my grumbling.

“Right. You’re gorgeous, you have manners, you’re not flashy, you carry yourself like delicate crystal—you could be shallow, but instead you’re a total nerd who loves helping people.” I shook my head.

“Well, I’d trade any one of those qualities for my shyness.” I knew how much being timid held me back in so many things.

“Your shyness is pretty cute.” We looked up as we walked into the living room.

“Cute wouldn’t be the word I’d use,” I declared.

“What are you girls talking about?” Mr. Ralph asked from his armchair.

Malcolm was there too, with a beautiful woman beside him—the kind who was always on his arm, the Victoria’s Secret type.

“About how cute Scarlett’s shyness is.” I dropped my gaze, wanting to yank Zoey’s hair out in silence.

“I’d bet that gets in her way most of the time.” I turned to Mr. Ralph and smiled at him.

“Exactly. But Zoey thinks my good qualities outweigh my flaws.”

“Not that being shy is a flaw. I wish that were my problem. Sure, you’ve got a terrible radar for men—like, that one’s a dud, I’ll take him.” I couldn’t help it—I rolled my eyes as Zoey mimicked a bad voice-over.

“At least I don’t have a weakness for older men.” I widened my eyes as I realized I’d thought out loud.

Mr. Ralph and Zoey both burst out laughing. My cheeks went red. Shame swallowed me whole.

As if by instinct, I turned my head and caught Malcolm’s eyes on me. He was clearly holding back from laughing along with the others. The woman beside him didn’t even react—like she had no idea what anyone was saying.

“What a terrible host I am. Let me introduce you to Malcolm’s guest. This is Gabrielly Wells.” The woman finally showed some life, rising from her seat beside the governor. “Gabrielly, this is Zoey Beaumont, Malcolm’s sister, and Scarlett Fitzgerald, a family friend.”

She exchanged a quick greeting with my friend, then did the same with me, taking my hand as she spoke.

“Fitzgerald? Which one is your brother?”

Obviously pure interest.

“Zachary...”

“The married one?” She didn’t even let me finish.

“Yes.” I pulled back, gently withdrawing my hand. Mom always taught me how to make unwanted movements look graceful—how to slip out of an awkward situation without being noticed.

I didn’t know what the real reason was for Malcolm’s brief fling with that woman. She seemed so shallow, especially when she’d clearly shown interest in my cousins. But who was I to interfere?

I sat down next to Zoey and turned to her as my friend whispered.

“They’re gonna fuck.”

“Don’t be nosy,” I whispered back, reproachful.

“My brother must really want something from her father to bring a woman here. He never brings anyone to this house.” I gave Zoey a stern look. That made her understand that whispering in front of others was incredibly rude.

Even though we’d been raised in the same environment, my upbringing had been much stricter. Growing up with a father who was President of the United States meant there were always people around me, teaching me how to behave—how even smiling at the wrong time wasn’t allowed.

The only lucky one in all of that was my brother Zachary. He became famous, the most talked-about name in political circles, and obviously got any woman he wanted.

The Fitzgerald name was synonymous with greatness in politics. My cousin Christopher was President of the United States, with my brother as his Vice President. William, my other cousin, was the governor of California. For them, the image was positive. But for me, it was always a private life stripped of the experiences a normal girl could have. I never had them.

I let Ralph talk to that Gabrielly woman. I could admit I was a little jealous. I liked having his attention, and my friend beside me noticed, poking me the whole time.

Finally, dinner was served. Of all the days in that mansion, that was probably the first time I wanted to escape to my room. I didn’t handle being pushed aside very well.

“Should we turn in?” I whispered to my friend.

“I’ve been waiting for this moment,” Zoey said, getting up from her chair as soon as dinner ended.

“We’re going to retire,” I said as I stood, since Zoey had expressed her discontent too loudly.

“Already, girls? No chess game tonight?” I loved how Ralph called us girls, but I think my jealous heart—hurt from losing my conversation partner’s attention—got the better of me.

“I’m not feeling well.” I tried to give him my best smile, but even that fell flat.

“In that case, have a good night’s sleep.” He smiled sideways.

My friend linked her hand with mine, and we headed for the stairs. Zoey didn’t even wait until we reached the top before she started.

“Girl, was that jealousy over Ralph, or over my brother?” she whispered, her tone dripping with mockery.

“Was it that obvious?”

“You made a face every time Ralph talked to Malcolm’s friend.” We walked down the hallway, and my shoulders sagged.

“But get that idea out of your head—that I’m jealous of your brother. Why the hell would I be jealous of him?” I turned to her, confused.

“Girl, we’ve always been thick as thieves. I know when you get flustered around a man. I mean, that kind of man—the one who leaves you speechless. Not the duds I’ve dated.” We entered her room.

“Your brother is just your brother. He always has been.” I grumbled, clearly trying to change the subject.
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Scarlett Fitzgerald

I SAT UP IN BED, RUNNING a hand through my hair as I twisted my body, switched on the lamp, and watched my friend sleeping so peacefully. I bit my lip, a pang of envy stabbing through me at Zoey’s sleep.

I wanted to be sleeping. I wanted to be lost in a beautiful dream, but I couldn’t have that. All because of that look that had been taking over my thoughts. What the hell was happening to me?

It was Malcolm. Zoey’s brother. What was so special about him? How had he suddenly become so much more than that? When did I start getting those intense looks?

Goddammit!

It should have been about Mr. Ralph Ross. My jealousy should have been directed only at him. I’d always had everyone’s attention. Most of the time, I was the center of it. I came from a family that gave me everything I wanted, and here I was, not knowing how to handle this feeling.

Fool. That’s what I was. A complete fool. Malcolm kept giving me those looks, when really, he was with another woman.

Letting out a long, loud huff, I kept my eyes on Zoey. Even with the noise I made, she didn’t wake up. Maybe if I got up and went to the kitchen for a glass of milk, sleep would come and I’d finally drift off.

I grabbed my robe. It was long, so I wouldn’t risk being caught walking around the hallways in something indecent.

Even as I opened the door and the handle squeaked, Zoey didn’t stir. My friend was in a dead sleep.

Only a few lights were on, casting a soft glow along the path. The silence made me feel the calm of the place. It wasn’t unusual in that mansion. When Zoey wasn’t around, it was just Malcolm and Ralph living there. Aside from the staff, those two men weren’t exactly big talkers with each other.

Walking down the stairs, I narrowed my eyes at a faint, muffled sound. Curious, I followed it. My fingers dragged along the wall, guiding me with every step. The muffled sounds began to turn into moans.

I felt relieved that I was getting closer to the kitchen. Even if those moans were loud, I figured they’d be anywhere but the kitchen.

I walked in without a second thought, ready to get my glass of milk. But the moment I took a step, I was rudely stopped by my own shock. My eyes went wide.

They were both frozen. It was him. My best friend’s brother, having sex. In the middle of the kitchen. The kitchen!

I should have run out of there. I should have turned around and bolted. But no. My eyes locked onto that erotic scene right in front of me. The woman was bent over the kitchen table. The light was dim, but I could clearly see the whites of Malcolm’s knuckles from how hard he was gripping her ass.

His dick pressed against her ass, his pants down, his shirt still on. He hadn’t even bothered to take off all his clothes. I let my eyes drift to Malcolm’s chest, while my legs stayed rooted to the floor.

That’s when the woman turned her face, unaware I was there, and I could see it was Gabrielly. The same one who’d been with us at lunch. Was that what he wanted? Was Malcolm so shallow that he’d give himself to a woman in exchange for business?

Last, as if it were the least important thing, my eyes met Malcolm’s. God! How did I leave that for last? Why hadn’t I looked at him first?

Those intense black eyes were now on me. Which wasn’t good. Not good at all. I’d been caught red-handed.

Malcolm looked at me as if I were the one there. As if it were my body he was touching. My tense legs started to go weak, while my body broke out in a cold sweat, and the spot right between my legs began to drip, like a faucet turned on. Damn, damn, damn...

It wasn’t me there. It wasn’t my body being touched by him. But it felt like it was.

Malcolm cracked a half-smile, and almost like a whisper, he mouthed the words: “Did you lose something here, Miss Fitzgerald?”

My eyes went wide. And finding my legs again, I turned and started walking. I was still out of breath, realizing I’d even been holding it. I didn’t get my milk. Actually, all I wanted now was a good glass of water to wet my dry throat.

As I passed the bathroom door, I slipped inside, leaned against it, closed my eyes, and all that came to mind were those black eyes. That face, full of lust, the face of someone having sex.

I stood there for long seconds, waiting for my body to go back to normal. All that craziness needed to pass...

I lost track of time, then opened my eyes. My breathing had steadied. I stopped in front of the sink, turned on the faucet, and washed my face. I was fine. All that tense feeling was gone.

Feeling better, I left the bathroom. I just had to walk to the end of the hall and I’d be in my bed. This was too ridiculous, even for me.

I took one step and bumped into something. Instinctively, I raised my hands to grab onto whatever it was, praying it was anything but him.

“What are you doing here, Miss Fitzgerald?” That voice was low, hoarse. I must have been hearing things to even think it sounded sensual.

My eyes met that vastness of dark irises, impossible to tell where they ended and his pupils began.

“I... I...” Nothing came out. My voice was gone. Where
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