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Chapter One

The last time Mazie Maguire had been on a blind date she’d been fifteen years old. She’d been set up with a boy named Derwyn who believed that the way to drive a girl insane with lust was to swirl his tongue around inside her ear. Although Mazie had managed to blot out most of the painful details of that evening, she still couldn’t poke a Q-tip in her ear without shuddering. She’d vowed then that she would never, ever, under any circumstances, go on a blind date again.

She’d kept that promise for fifteen years. But now here she was, pacing the lobby of a second-rate Mexican restaurant, waiting for a complete stranger to show up. He was late, and the hostess was coolly eyeballing Mazie, apparently suspecting her of being a lady of the evening trolling for clients.

Nervously, Mazie checked her reflection in the lobby’s sunburst mirror, tucking a strand of dark, chin-length hair behind her ear. She didn’t look slutty, did she? Maybe she’d gone a little overboard on the mascara. It was navy blue and was supposed to bring out the blue in her eyes. She was wearing a lilac top, a flirty white skirt—short but not too short—and platform heels that the salesclerk had claimed would make her legs look longer and slimmer. Mazie fell for the old longer legs line every time. When you’re barely five foot three, the prospect of longer legs is like the promise of magic cellulite cream: you know it isn’t going to work but allow yourself to get suckered into buying it anyway.

Just like she’d been suckered into this date.

“His name is Chad and he looks like Bradley Cooper,” her friend Juju had promised. “The two of you have tons in common.”

“Like what—we’re both carbon-based life-forms?”

“Will you stop being so negative?” Juju had rolled her eyes. “Okay, so you were dumped by a guy you cared about. It’s time you got over him. Time to fling yourself back into the game.”

The game had changed since the last time she’d played it, Mazie had discovered. The pool of eligible guys had drastically shrunk and single straight males were a hot commodity. Hooking up had replaced courtship, texting had replaced flirtatious banter, and guys gave their dates sex toys instead of flowers and candy.

Really, it was enough to drive a woman to celibacy, Mazie thought, and if this Chad Whosis didn’t show up in one more minute, she was blowing this joint and going to McDonald’s.

The minute passed. Shouldering her handbag, she headed for the door. That was the moment her date breezed into the lobby.

“Uhh … hi,” he said, stopping short. “Are you Marie Maguire?”

“Mazie,” she corrected.

“Chad.”

Chad was tall and male, but he looked like Bradley Cooper only in the sense that Elmer Fudd resembled Michael Jordan because they were both bald. He had a low forehead, weak chin, and hair braided into blond dreadlocks like fraying rope. He’d skipped shaving, opting for the cactus-jaw look. Obviously he’d skipped deodorant and toothbrushing, too. He wore rumpled jeans and a T-shirt that hung over what Mazie at first took to be a long-sleeved undershirt but that proved on second glance to be tattooed arms.

He didn’t apologize for being late or attempt to shake hands. He gave Mazie a smirking top-to-bottom scan. “Hey—you’re not bad. Setups usually turn out to be complete dogs.”

Mazie had spent an hour and a half getting ready for this date—she’d tweezed her eyebrows, for Pete’s sake—and the best this dud could come up with was not a complete dog? The only possible response to a comment like that was to bite the guy’s ankle, but Mazie restrained herself because Chad’s large feet, jammed into sandals, didn’t look any too sanitary and she’d probably contract ringworm of the gums.

“So tell me about yourself, Margie,” he said when they’d settled across from each other in a booth.

“It’s Mazie,” she corrected. She hated the phrase “Tell me about yourself.” It sounded like a Human Resources person interviewing a job seeker.

Okay, Chad, here’s a fun fact about me: I was convicted of murdering my husband and sentenced to life in prison. But that was sort of a conversation bomb. Best to start out bland and boring. “Well,” Mazie said, “I’m thirty years old—”

Chad slapped the tabletop, grinning. “Radical—an older chick.”

Mazie bristled. “Older?”

“I just, like, turned twenty-six. I usually go for the younger ones—eighteen, nineteen, you know? But you’re not bad for your age. I mean, try everything in life once, right?”

“Sure. Damn the torpedoes.” Mazie decided that the only way she was going to survive this date was to view it as a sociology experiment: Exactly how bad can a bad date be?

Really bad, as it turned out.

The waiter brought their drinks, a beer for Chad and water for Mazie, because she didn’t want to muddle her wits with alcohol. She had the feeling she was going to need all of them.

Chad sipped his beer. “So. Are you from Milwaukee?”

“Not originally. I grew up on a farm in southwest Wisconsin, went away to a state college, majored in music—”

“Music!” Chad drummed a riff on the tabletop. “I’m all about the music. You know about My Sphincter, don’t you?”

“Your … umm … what?”

“My band, babes. My Sphincter. It’s apocalyptic.” Apparently they’d hit the daily double with this topic, because Chad was off on a running rant, explaining how the Music Industry, who hated genius musicians like himself, had conspired to keep his band from cutting a record deal out of sheer jealousy. Eons passed, great glaciers covered the earth and retreated again, brain cells died, salads and entrées arrived, and Chad still nattered on.

At last the waiter brought the bill. “Okay if we go halfsies?” Chad asked, eyes slightly glazed from the strong Mexican beer. “You owe—lemme see, jeez, I’m bad at math.… Let’s just split down the middle, okay?”

Chad had ordered three beers, an entrée, and a liquor-drenched dessert, while Mazie had had a quesadilla and a salad, but she decided not to quibble. Anything to get her out of here.

“Unless—you know, you want to pick up the whole thing,” Chad suggested without a twinge of embarrassment. “I’m kind of tapped out right now—the band got stiffed at the last place we played, if you can believe it.”

Yup, she could believe it, but Mazie dug deeper into her wallet, slapped bills onto the waiter tray, then dived into her coin purse to scrape up the tip. She’d just lost her job and had planned on that cash to carry her through the week. But this was a small price to pay for the life lesson she’d just learned. Her fifteen-year-old self had been right. Never, ever go on a blind date. And when she saw Juju Danda, who’d brokered this date, she was going to wring her neck.

Getting up from the booth, Mazie smoothed her skirt and shouldered her handbag. When she looked up, she was shocked to see that the tip had disappeared.

She stared at Chad, incredulous. “Did you—”

He shrugged, grinning. “They ripped us off on the drinks, man—you could buy that brand for a buck a bottle at the supermarket.”

“Waiters live on their tips!”

“Not my prob.”

“Put it back.”

Sulkily he replaced the money, muttering about women who got off on emasculating men. Mazie steamed out of the restaurant. Uninvited, Chad slouched along beside her.

“Can you give me a ride?” he said. “I don’t got wheels. A buddy gave me a lift to get down here tonight.”

“I don’t have wheels, either,” Mazie said, teeth gritted.

“So where do you live?”

“Brady.”

“That’s cool—just around the corner. I’ll walk you home.”

“Don’t bother.”

“Hey, no problemo. I’m nothing if not a gentleman.”

Where was a cattle prod when you needed one?

Ordinarily Mazie enjoyed walking. The east side of Milwaukee was the hippest part of the city, the haunt of musicians, artists, writers, students, and the Legalize Marijuana crowd. Its streets were lined with small ethnic cafés, bars, and boutiques, and everything was a mere Frisbee’s throw from Lake Michigan’s beaches and parks. But tonight the presence of Chad, slouching along beside her, blatantly checking out every female they passed, poisoned the atmosphere.

Mazie lived at the epicenter of the east side, on Brady Street, in a first-floor flat at the rear of Magenta’s, a boutique that catered to drag queens. “Well,” Mazie said, turning to Chad. “Thanks for a … an evening. Good night.” She made the mistake of opening her door. As she stepped into her entryway, Chad lunged in after her, trapping her against the foyer wall, groping her breasts and pressing himself against her.

“What are you doing? Stop it!” Mazie knocked his hands away.

Chad looked at her like a puppy who didn’t understand why he shouldn’t pee on the rugs. “What’s with you? I figured we were gonna hook up tonight.”

Mazie glared at him. “You thought we were going to—hook up?”

He shrugged. “Well, yeah—a guy does you the favor of showing up for a date, it’s like, expected that you’re going to get it on. You gotta deal with the reality, babe.” He came at her again, eyes half-lidded, hands like tentacles.

Mazie snatched an umbrella out of the hall stand. It was small and pink and looked incapable of keeping rain off a Brussels sprout, but it had a lethally sharp point that made Chad squeal when she jabbed it into his ribs. “Deal with that reality, you creep!”

A tall man hulked up out of her apartment. A small dog shot out between the man’s legs, growling like an Irish boarhound, launching himself at Chad. The tall man grabbed Chad by his collar, spun him around, and wrenched his right arm up behind his back.

“The lady said stop. Want me to explain what that means?”

Still maintaining the arm-breaking grip, the man frog-marched Chad down the steps, paused for a moment as though considering whether to rip his head off, then settled on giving him a shove that sent him staggering down the sidewalk.

Once he’d satisfied himself that Chad was gone, the man turned back to Mazie. “Are you all right?” he asked.

“Of course I’m all right,” Mazie snapped. “I was doing fine on my own. How’d you get in here, anyway?”

“Key.” He set the spare key that she kept taped to the drainpipe into her palm. Their hands touched briefly and Mazie felt a rush so intense, it made her toes curl. It had been that way from the first moment this man had live-trapped her in his station’s camera van nearly a year ago. His name was Labeck. Bonaparte Labeck—he went by Ben. Broad-shouldered and slim-hipped, he had dark, badly behaved hair, chestnut brown eyes, and skin that now, in mid-August, had turned a deep, ruddy bronze. He was saved from being pretty-boy handsome by a twice-broken nose, but he still turned women’s heads wherever he went. It was his self-confidence, the way he moved, some mysterious mix of toughness and warmth that made him utterly irresistible.

But not irresistible to her, Mazie reminded herself. She was completely over him. He could strip and do the funky boogaloo in the middle of her kitchen floor and she wouldn’t experience a single twinge in her twingey parts. She wore an invisible protective anti-Labeck shield these days. That jolt when their hands brushed—classic Pavlovian response—was something that could be unlearned as easily as learned.

“I tried to call you,” Labeck said, “but your phone—”

“Is kaput. So whatever was so urgent, you had to break into my apartment to tell me? You no longer have key rights to this place.”

“Key rights?”

Turning her back on him, Mazie stalked out to the kitchen. Ben followed, making himself right at home, leaning against the kitchen counter, watching as Mazie picked up Muffin’s water bowl and refilled it from the tap. She refused to look at him, but she could feel his gaze roaming over her, checking out her legs and boobs and making her despise herself for the way she automatically sucked in her stomach and stuck out her butt when she bent over the sink. Stop it! She could avoid looking at him, but she couldn’t help inhaling him. He smelled like lime and cinnamon and that unique Ben Labeck scent, sort of like warm sand.

She turned around to face him, narrowing her eyes, and because she was so furious at him her words came out in disjointed chunks. “Saturday night, you—you came on to me, seduced me, made me think … I thought you—and then you just … just pulled one of your disappearing acts!”

“I was at Y sports camp—”

“Oh, so that makes it okay? Just drop out of my life whenever you feel like it, and when you drop back in, beat up my dates. You don’t want me, but you can’t stand the thought of another man having me, is that it? Well, for your information, I don’t need you jumping in, playing the big macho superhero!”

“I’m supposed to just stand by while some troglodyte mauls you—”

“You’re the troglodyte, Ben! You want to yank me by the hair into a cave and use me whenever you please, then go off and catch fish or whack a stupid ball around or chase skirts—oh wait—I forgot! Now that you’re the Sexiest Man Alive, women chase you—”

“That is so completely—wrongheaded, crazy, illogical—”

“You need to leave. I have to work on my course.” Mazie yanked open the laptop on her counter. Then her eyes snapped to Ben. “I left this open. You’re always going around closing things that don’t need closing. You snooped in my stuff!”

“If you don’t want people seeing what’s on your screen, you shouldn’t leave it open.”

“Oh, right. Blame the victim.”

Color rose in Ben’s cheeks. “Typical Mazie Maguire. You don’t close your laptop, you never put lids back on jars, you don’t keep your phone charged—and you sure as hell don’t check the guys you go out with to find out whether they’re psychopathic rapists.”

“What a busy life you must lead, keeping track of other people’s faults.”

“At least I don’t waste my time smashing dwarfs—or is that Beethoven with the pointy red hat up on your screen?”

“They’re not dwarfs, they’re gnomes. I’m gnashing gnomes and I’m damn good at it.”

“No, you’re not. You’re only at level fifteen. My four-year-old nephew is already at twenty-nine.”

“Lucky for him he didn’t get his brains from his uncle.”

Ben turned and stalked out of the kitchen. Infuriated, Mazie snatched up the ergonomic mouse he’d given her for her birthday and chucked it at him. It whizzed past his head, barely missed his ear, bounced off the wall, and dropped to the floor.

He halted for a moment, back still to her, then opened the door and walked out.

What had she been thinking, throwing that mouse? If it had hit Labeck’s hard skull, its delicate wiring might have been damaged. She needed to test it out, make sure it was okay. Just one game of Gnome Gnash, because she deserved some fun after the horrible night she’d had. A gnome appeared, stuck his tongue out, and wiggled his hips tauntingly. Mazie blasted him off his toadstool. Take that, you little rodent! Another gnome appeared in the corner of the screen, stealing her horde of mushrooms. Mazie fired but missed.

Damn! Labeck was right. She was bad at this.

She clicked on the TV. Apricot Ames, the hostess of Milwaukee Tonite!, appeared in front of a wall-size mural of downtown Milwaukee. Taken at dusk, the mural showed the city at its most glamorous, the skyscrapers ablaze, their glow reflected in the river. Milwaukee Tonite! glowed in bright blue neon on the set, but Apricot herself outshone the neon. She was a tall blonde with a thin face, fat lips, and hard hazel eyes beneath acres of fake lashes. “Goo-o-d evening, viewers,” Apricot cooed, leaning forward to display her bounteous cleavage. “Welcome to another edition of Milwaukee Tonite!, the program that tells you what’s hot, what’s hip, and what’s happening around brewtown—”

“Oh, drop dead!” Mazie flung a dish towel at Apricot. “Everything is your fault,” she hissed at the TV image.

A purple gnome scampered across the computer screen, bent over, dropped trou, and mooned Mazie. She zagged a lightning bolt at his butt and he exploded in a puff of violet smoke.

If only it were possible to zap real-life problems that easily, Mazie thought. Why couldn’t you dial back real life to beginner level and start over again? She would scroll back three weeks, back to when her life had been normal, back to the day before that evil woman on Milwaukee’s most popular local show had proclaimed Bonaparte Labeck “The Sexiest Man Alive.”


Chapter Two

Three Weeks Earlier

“I’ve decided to become a dominatrix,” Juju announced.

“That’s nice.” Mazie opened the window to let out the paint fumes. “Is that where you wear spike-heeled boots and whip guys’ butts?”

“And get paid to do it.” Juju carefully brushed paint onto a cabinet door. “Three hundred bucks for a one-hour session—do you believe that? Plus it’s the only profession where customer service means treating customers badly.”

“It sounds kind of illegal.”

“Well, it’s not. Dominatrixing is disciplining, not getting paid for sex. Clients schedule appointments to be punished the same way they schedule dentist appointments. All perfectly legal; I checked it out. No sex involved—in fact, the guy doesn’t even get to touch you, unless you let him kiss your feet or something.”

The way Juju explained it made it sound sort of appealing. For three hundred bucks an hour, Mazie wondered, would she be willing to wear a cat suit so tight that it thrust her spleen up into her ribs and order a man to lick her toes?

“I’m going to need equipment,” Juju said. “I already have my outfit—I’m going with a kind of lady buccaneer theme, with an eye patch and a long, curly red wig—but I still need whips and stuff. A woman I know is throwing a passion party tomorrow night and I figure I could pick up a few things there.”

“A passion party? Does that involve partner swapping?”

“You don’t know about passion parties? Women are flocking to them like crazy these days, ever since that book came out.”

“What book?”

“Spank Me Like You Mean It. It’s hot; it’s kinky, it’s a number one bestseller.”

“I guess I could check it out at the library.”

“Then get in line. I hear the waiting list is in the hundreds.”

Juju Danda always knew exactly what was trendy. She was Filipino—her name was a shortened form of Jhun-Jhun—but claimed to be Thai because American guys thought Thai girls were hot. She had exquisite pale brown skin, silky black hair usually worn in a beehive to add a couple of inches to her four-eleven frame, and a sprinkle of freckles like nutmeg powder across her nose. She was not much bigger around than a pretzel stick, but she’d dealt with her lack of cleavage by having amazing silicone boobs installed. They looked like a two-pack of Hostess Sno Balls set out on a tray. Her legs were incredible, with muscular thighs and built-up calves, a result of her workouts on skates. Men always adored Juju when they first met her because she was tiny, cute, and fragile-looking, but any fantasies they had about dominating a sweet, submissive Asian woman were soon shot to pieces because Juju reacted to attempts to control her like a cat ordered to fetch a tennis ball.

Mazie had first met her when Juju, then the manager of a downtown coffee shop called Hottie Latte, had hired her as a waitress. Mazie hadn’t minded the job; the tips were great and the work wasn’t that hard. The only drawback had been the required uniform: flimsy lingerie and high heels. Then just a few weeks ago, the Hottie Latte building had been sold, the shop had gone out of business, and all the Hotties had been thrown out of work. Juju had turned to an exciting career in Roller Derby, while Mazie, after much job hunting, had found a job in the field of geriatric nutrition.

Finding a job was tough when you had a four-year gap in your résumé.

Oh, that? I had a job with the state, in the transportation sector. Stamping out license plates.

She’d been released from prison when newly uncovered evidence had convinced a judge that she was innocent of murdering her husband. She’d applied for her old job, teaching music at a Milwaukee high school, but school boards weren’t enthusiastic about hiring an ex-convict. The fact that she’d been proved not guilty made no difference; she still carried an invisible barbed-wire tattoo.

She’d finally found a job working for a charitable organization that delivered meals to the elderly. No job security, zero benefits, and a minimum-wage salary that barely covered Mazie’s rent. She’d managed, however, to scrape up enough cash to purchase two quarts of low-gloss acrylic paint to redo her kitchen.

Pale delphinium blue, like the photos she’d seen of Claude Monet’s kitchen. Her table and her chairs—ladder-backs with woven hemp seats purchased at a yard sale—would be yellow like the ones in Monet’s dining room. She’d invited Juju to help, coaxing her with the promise of a bottle of chardonnay.

Finally the last jot of paint had been applied to the last cabinet. Juju and Mazie looked over their work and saw that it was good. Except for the dribbles and blotches and uneven spots, but you hardly even noticed them if you drank more wine and kind of squinted your eyes.

“So eight o’clock tomorrow night for that party,” Juju said. “Bring your checkbook.”

Mazie waffled. “Ben and I sort of have a standing Saturday-night date.”

“You’re too available to him, that’s your problem. He needs to hear no once in a while. Tell him it’s a girls’ night out.”

Was that true? Mazie wondered. Was she too available? You can always count on good old whatshername.

Wine bottle in hand, Juju wandered out into the living room. As she scrubbed the paintbrushes at the sink, Mazie heard Juju turn on Milwaukee Tonite! Apricot Ames came on, her high-pitched voice vibrating with synthetic enthusiasm, as though she gargled with sparkly confetti.

“Holy Batman!” Juju cried. “I don’t believe it! Mazie, get out here!”

Soapy-handed, Mazie hurried to the living room. Bonaparte Labeck stared at her from her Goodwill television set.

“… this year’s Milwaukee Tonite!’s Sexiest Man Alive,” Apricot Ames gushed, “is a breathtakingly handsome bachelor who seems unaware of his own powers over women—but don’t take my word for it, ladies—check out this yummy photo for yourself.”

Juju and Mazie goggled at the photo on the screen. It must have been taken at a pool, because Ben was wearing swim trunks and his hair was plastered to his head. He didn’t seem aware that his photo was being taken; he was facing away from the camera and was shown in three-quarters view. He was toweling off, the better to emphasize the roller-coaster bumps of his biceps, his broad, powerful chest, his flat, stunningly sculpted abdomen. The wet, clinging trunks left little doubt about his below-the-belt endowment.

“Okay, ladies, here are his vital stats,” Apricot continued, sounding like a sixth grader with a crush on the football captain. “Our Sexiest Man is six feet three inches tall, one hundred eighty-seven pounds of hard, solid muscle. He has chocolate brown eyes and adorably messy hair that’s a shade between burnt umber and raven. And check out those high cheekbones—a legacy from an Ojibwa great-granddaddy—and the adorable boxer’s nose, courtesy of a hockey puck he forgot to duck.”

Juju pretended to stick her fingers down her throat. “Who wrote that drivel—the president of the Justin Bieber Fan Club?”

“Shh.” Mazie found herself drawn to the screen, where photos of Ben in hockey gear were flashing in quick succession, some from his college days and others of him in action with the Snowplows, his amateur team.

Apricot’s teeth flashed toilet bowl white. “Salivating over that name like we are, viewers? Bonaparte! Labeck! Born in St. Amelie, a small town on the Quebec-Vermont border, Bonaparte grew up in a traditional French-Canadian family with three younger sisters, a dad who’s a master carpenter, and a mother who’s a professor at a junior college. He was a three-sport athlete at St. Paul’s Prep School, lettering in hockey, baseball, and basketball, but it was hockey that gained Bonaparte his scholarship to the University of Wisconsin, where he made varsity his freshman year and helped his team win three division championships.”

“I gotta tape this,” Juju said, whipping out her phone. At this moment, probably every other woman in the Milwaukee metro area was doing the same thing.

“It was Bonaparte’s part-time job in college that gained him a foothold in the world of television news casting,” Apricot babbled on. “He began as a cameraman with a college news station and now works as a videographer for WPAK, Channel 13. He’s definitely on the wrong side of the camera, don’t you think, girls? But this hardworking guy is not just about the job.” Apricot gave a lascivious wink.

“Bonaparte’s interests range from golf to fishing to skiing to book clubs. He’s known to his peeps as a gourmet cook who adores having a big group of friends over for impromptu spaghetti dinners. His specialty, as you might imagine from his French background, is crepes Suzette.”

Mazie laughed out loud. What a crock! The extent of Labeck’s culinary ability was poking holes in the plastic covers on microwave dinners.

“Now for the question you’re all dying to ask.” Apricot lowered her voice. “Is the charismatic Canuck available? Mais oui! Bonaparte is a hunk-about-town, known to hang out at Flanagan’s in the Brady neighborhood, the Bling Bling downtown, and the Guinness Club near Marquette U. There is currently no main squeeze in his life, and reliable sources tell us that Mr. Sexiest is looking for Ms. Right! Coming up next: thirty-one ways to turn those moldy leftovers into beauty products. Stay tuned!”


Chapter Three

Sexiest Man Alive. What a load of crapola. Ben Labeck slammed his gear bag into his trunk. Women always accused men of judging them solely on physical appearance, but women were just as guilty. No—they were worse. Look at the covers of those romance novels his sisters were always reading. Naked guy torsos with impossibly ripped delts, pecs, and abs. Most of the photos didn’t even bother to include the man’s head, as though his brain wasn’t important, just his equipment.

Why the women on that program had picked him as their—he winced—sexiest man—was a mystery. There was nothing special about him. A lucky combination of genetics had given him non-scary facial features. As for his body, he lifted weights a couple times a week, but his built-up core muscles were simply a result of years of skating, starting when he was two years old. There were thousands of guys with better bodies. By the time he hit forty, he’d probably look like the Pillsbury Doughboy because he hated exercise. Give him a ball of any shape and a little competition and he’d play sunup to sundown, but sitting in front of a weight machine and pulling levers—too boring to contemplate.

The Sexiest Man Alive. What he wouldn’t have given for that title when he was a gawky seventeen-year-old, a one-hundred-forty-pound skeleton with big ears and a face that hadn’t yet grown into his nose. Homecoming week of senior year stuck out in his memory as particularly painful. Ben attended an all-boys high school in his hometown. Ben’s buddy Nick was dating a girl from the nearby public high school named Kate, who’d set up a double date with her girlfriend for their school’s homecoming dance. Ben’s date turned out to be a sixteen-year-old named Elena.

Who was very pretty. And who didn’t seem at all thrilled to be his date. Ben was wearing a white shirt and one of his dad’s ties, a sport jacket that left two inches of bony wrist exposed, and pants that had fit before he’d had his latest growth spurt. An attempt to tame his snarly hair—an infuriating combination of straight and wavy—by a self-administered haircut had ended disastrously, leaving him looking as though he’d been scalped. His nose had been broken that afternoon at hockey practice—one of his genius teammates had decided to take a whack at a puck after everyone had removed their helmets and were skating off the ice. Ben had wadding in his nostrils, an enormous bandage across his nose, and a half-moon black eye. The nose packing made him talk like Daffy Duck.

His hands were shaking as he’d attempted to pin the corsage onto Elena’s dress. Finally she’d snatched it away and pinned it on herself.

Things had pretty much gone downhill from that point.

“Être maison avant minuit,” Elena’s mother had ordered. Be home by midnight.

They’d been home by ten thirty. Elena bestowed a peck on Ben’s cheek before scurrying into her house. Probably couldn’t wait to get on the phone and report to her girlfriend about her dud of a date.

Ben’s nose healed. His feelings didn’t. Luckily, going to an all-guys high school, he didn’t encounter girls every day, except for his sisters, who didn’t count. He knew he wasn’t the type girls swooned over. He was a straight-A student with a geeky interest in photography. The fact that he was an outstanding hockey player didn’t impress anyone—this was Canada, after all, and most guys played hockey at a semipro level.

Everything changed when he went to college. His grade point, his Provincial Achievement Tests, and his hockey prowess sufficiently impressed scouts from the University of Wisconsin that they’d offered him a full four-year scholarship. He’d jumped at the chance and signed the papers before they changed their minds. Then he’d left for the United States.

Ben had believed he was Americanized; French was his first language, but he’d learned English in school and exposure to American TV and movies made him familiar with the slang. Still, Madison had been a major culture shock. Everything was somehow noisier and larger in the States. He hadn’t known that Americans dug hockey, but in Madison, hockey was huge. Hockey matches weren’t just games; they were Super Bowl–style extravaganzas, complete with the Badger marching band, cheerleaders, Jumbotron scoreboards that produced pyrotechnics, gymnasts and hula hoopers and mariachi bands and ten thousand bloodthirsty students chanting, “Kill, maim, pillage, burn!”

To his shock, Ben discovered as a mere freshman that people on campus knew who he was and said hi to him. No Canadian reticence here; Americans were outgoing and friendly, and for the first time in his life, Ben was popular. He didn’t care that it was only because he’d made the hockey team; he just cashed in on his fleeting moment of fame because he was convinced it would end any minute. He went to parties where the booze flowed freely and the bongs passed from hand to hand and the music was so loud, it made the hairs in his ears shrivel up. At home, Ben, like most other Quebecois, had grown up having wine with every dinner, but drinking on campus was a very big deal and getting drunk until you passed out was a guy rite of passage. Ben said no to the booze and the drugs because the competition for slots on the ice was so brutal that he needed every functioning brain cell. But he didn’t pass on the girls.

Oh, the college girls …

Twelve years later the thought still made him smile. The Madison girls. Beautiful, bold, and available. He discovered he had a type. Tall and blonde, brains optional. To Ben’s amazement, American women considered him handsome. Somewhere along the line his face had grown into his nose and ears. The fact that he was French-Canadian, with Ojibwa ancestry, lent him an air of the exotic. His accent, which he worked strenuously to lose, only seemed to increase his appeal.

He’d done well academically in college, majoring in business, because that was what his dad had advised, but his heart had been in photography and he’d finagled a part-time job with the college’s television station. When he’d graduated Ben had been drafted in the third round by the Columbus Blue Jackets, a pro team. He’d played for them two seasons before a shoulder injury had ended his professional career. One of his college buddies, who worked at a TV station, had tipped him off that a Milwaukee cable station was looking for a cameraman. He’d gotten the job, spent the next couple of years learning the ropes, then had been recruited by WPAK, the local ABC affiliate.

The job was laughably described as forty hours per week. Some of it was in the studio, filming the morning news program, but Ben found that he preferred being out on assignment. When there was an after-hours story to film, the station called Ben first rather than the guys who had families, and there were days when he worked twenty-four hours straight.

But Ben didn’t intend to be a camera jockey all his life. He wanted to do documentaries. He’d already made one, a film on meth addiction among the Chippewa tribes in northern Wisconsin. A local cable station had picked it up and it had been nominated for an award. Currently he was working on a series of interviews with World War II veterans. He was doing everything himself, from writing the interview questions to editing and production, and he loved the freedom it afforded him.

The trouble was, it took up so much time. Between the Snowplows—the amateur team he played for—and his job, he had little time for anything else. This “Sexiest Man” thing was only going to make things worse. Already it’d made his life on the team hell. His teammates had almost wet their jock straps with glee when they’d heard the news, handling it with all the sensitivity and understanding one might expect of a group of sex-obsessed, dirty joke–swapping, beer-guzzling, aging athletes. In a word: unmerciful.

They’d stacked his locker so that when Ben opened it he’d been showered with condoms. They’d scrawled stuff in lipstick all over the locker room mirrors, the mildest of which was I WANT TO FUCK YOU, SEXY MAN! Someone had shoved a blow-up toy called Passionate Patti into the shower with him. The guys were having a blast at his expense. Making fun of the sexiest man alive was the most fun they’d had since Manny Garcia’s wife, convinced he’d been screwing around on her, had shown up in the locker room and chased Manny around with a bread knife.

Not a single guy on the team, including Ben himself, had jumped in to restrain Mrs. Garcia; instead, they’d all stood around grinning, watching the show, until Manny had jumped out the window of the men’s john, even though it was on the second floor.

But that was guys for you, and Ben didn’t harbor hard feelings toward them. If they were insulting you, you knew they thought you were okay.

Women, on the other hand … It suddenly occurred to him that Mazie might have seen the program. But she wouldn’t have taken it seriously, would she? Nah, she was too smart for that; she would have just laughed it off. Still … maybe he ought to call her.

She picked up right away.

“Mazie? Did you … uh …”

“I saw it. Sexiest Man Alive.”

He loved her voice. It was low-pitched, but with a kind of musical resonance he couldn’t describe in any other way than that it was sexy as hell. Which was basically the way he described everything about Mazie to himself.

Was it his imagination, or was her voice a little on the chilly side right now? “You didn’t believe any of that stuff, did you?” he asked.

“Like about the crepes Suzette? You seem to have been hiding your culinary talents.”

He laughed. “Speaking of food. The one good thing about this whole circus is that the producers of the program gave me a dinner-for-two certificate at that new restaurant downtown. It’s Moroccan—Shiraz, Sirocco, something like that. I thought we could try it tomorrow night.”

“I can’t. Juju and I are going to a passion party.”

Ben looked at his phone, wondering if he’d heard right. “Passion party? Does this involve full frontal nudity?”

“Yes, it does, Ben. It’s an orgy.”

He smiled. “How about a post-orgy dinner? All that activity should leave your famished. Nine o’clock?”

“Deal.” The smile was back in her voice.

“It’s supposed to rain. Better bring an umbrella.”


Chapter Four

The passion party was being held at a ranch house in the wilds of suburban Brookwood—not exactly the chateau in The Story of O—but you never knew what went on behind those JCPenney blinds, Mazie thought, extricating herself from Juju’s car, a yellow MINI Coop not much bigger than a Matchbox car.

The hostess greeted them at the door, introduced herself as Sadie, and led them into her dining room. “Go ahead and fill out your name tags,” she chirped, handing Mazie and Juju pens and heart-shaped stick-on labels. “And help yourselves to the snacks.”

So far this resembled the Tupperware parties Mazie’s mom had dragged her to when she was a kid, except that instead of burpable bowls and melon crispers displayed next to the seven-layer bars and the cheese balls, there were nipple clamps, vibrators, massage oils, blindfolds, and other items that looked more like instruments of torture than sex toys.

She picked up what seemed to be a short, tapered white candle shaped sort of like a Christmas tree bulb. It was only fourteen dollars and was probably the only thing in her price range, so she mentally earmarked it. Oh—here was another of the candles, only this one was blue and larger—and just over there, a red candle that looked like it would last half a year.

“I like this candle,” she said to Juju. “But where’s the wick?”

Juju choked back a laugh. “That’s a butt plug.”

Eww! Mazie dropped the thing, and it knocked over the bowl of Chex Mix. Forget the Chex Mix—forget any food within ten yards of those things!

Juju shook her head. “You’re such a child. You need to experiment a little—find your wild side!”

“Hah! I have a wild side a mile wide! I don’t need sexual appliances to express my wild side.”

A fib. Mazie was a seething mass of insecurities and wondered whether Ben found her boring in bed. Not that he’d ever complained. But was he secretly longing for more spice?

Juju ladled punch for both of them. Grapefruit, cherry juice, lemon slices, and vodka, Mazie decided, sipping. Whatever it was, it had a sting. First rule of home product parties: get your customers lubricated.

The woman next to Mazie, who was nibbling spinach dip on taco chips, picked up a lime green vibrator about the size of a supermarket cucumber.

“Oh, the Harry Balzac model—that’s a nice one,” commented a white-haired woman who was dipping into the punch. “But its battery runs down too quick. All of a sudden the thing stops and it’s like those times when—you know—your hubby turns to boneless pork.”

“Yeah,” said the first woman, “I hate when that happens.”

While Juju checked out the dominatrix section, focusing on the Mean Teacher paddles and the Nurse Nasty white stockings, Mazie scoped out the crowd. All female, they ranged in age from giggling teenagers to gray-haired grannies, but most appeared to be in their thirties and forties, looking to spice up their marital salsa with a little hot pepper.

Finally it was time for the sales pitch. The guests drifted into Sadie’s living room. Juju and Mazie claimed folding chairs next to a display of the Hurts So Good floggers. Sadie should have started sooner, Mazie thought, because the punch bowl had been drained and the overall mood had advanced from smiley to sloshed. Faces were red, voices were loud, and laughter was high-pitched. The loudest, most obnoxious of the laughers was a brassy-haired woman named Lottie, who was telling racist jokes and puffing on an electronic cigarette.

“Thanks, everyone, for coming tonight,” Sadie said, raising her voice. “I hope you all helped yourself to snacks. Don’t forget the bean dip on the table next to the Tommy Timbercrank phallic candles.” Sadie was a short woman in her fifties with overpermed red hair and a shape like crookneck squash—skinny on top and broad on the bottom. She was wearing a gold tunic top over denim leggings and so many skinny bracelets, her arm looked like a Slinky. “Raise your hand if you’re ready for the goodies, girls!”

Hands all over the room shot up. Mazie kept hers down. She wished she hadn’t come.

Sadie picked up a large picnic hamper, decorated with an oversize red bow. “Let’s start with our most popular product, the Jack Rabbit.” She held up a gadget that looked vaguely like bunny ears, if rabbits were made of blue plastic and one ear was lopped to a stub. “It’s waterproof, it has three vibrating speeds, and it’s touch activated.”

“I wish my boyfriend was touch activated,” muttered Juju. “And he’s only got one speed—Gone in Sixty Seconds.”

Mazie’s cell rang. Checking the caller ID, she saw it was Ben.

“Is it over yet?” he asked.

“No, but I think I’m done.”

“Did you buy some … uhh … stuff?”

“You’ll have to find out.” She gave him the address.

“There in ten.” He disconnected.

“This is brand-new, ladies,” Sadie warbled. “The amazing Remote Vibrating Panty!” She held up a pair of black lace stretch panties. “Aren’t they pretty? But what makes them worth the $79.95 price tag is the secret pocket with the little vibrating bullet. Works up to eight hours for hands-free orgasms! And the control mechanism operates up to twenty feet away, so your hubby can send you a surprise thrill even when he’s out of the room.”

“He always gives me a thrill when he goes out of the room,” snarked Lottie’s chum Krystal, who was wearing a T-shirt with RUB FOR LUCK inscribed across the chest.

“And now what you’ve all been waiting for—our bondage and discipline collection,” Sadie said triumphantly, pulling out a pair of hot-pink handcuffs. “These are our Love Links. Very strong and sturdy. No matter how much someone begs and pleads, the cuffs won’t break. They can only be opened with the key. We also offer the Kinky Kuff restraints—leather wristbands lined in fake fur.”

“Are they big enough for guys?” someone asked. “Because I’d like to slap the Kuffs on my husband to keep him from getting hold of the remote control.”

The doorbell rang. Lottie heaved herself to her feet and went to answer it, and a minute later Ben Labeck walked into the room. Thirty necks craned, thirty heads swiveled, thirty mouths dropped, thirty pairs of eyes crawled over him. His eyes lit up when he spotted Mazie. He smiled.

He shouldn’t have smiled.

“Oh my God,” someone cried. “It’s him!

“The Sexiest Man Alive!” another woman gasped.

Snatching up her purse, Mazie attempted to jostle her way through the mob toward Ben, who was trapped, surrounded on all sides by shrieking, giggling women acting like groupies at a rock concert.

“Autograph my bra!”

“Take off my bra, Sexy Man!”

“Get his shirt off—I want to see his chest.”

“I want to see his biceps.”

“I want to see his everything!”

If these women had been guys on ice, there would have been bleeding bodies sprawled all over the rink by now, Mazie thought, but Ben couldn’t use brute force on a gaggle of plastered females. They had his shirt off in a flash. Another minute and his pants were going.

“Hands off, you guys!” Mazie yelled.

Nobody even heard her.

Suddenly they all gasped and squealed.

“What happened?” asked Juju, who was even shorter than Mazie and had to jump up and down to see.

“Sadie slapped the Love Links on him!”

“Awe, come on, ladies,” Ben protested, trying to be a good sport about it. “Unlock them, okay?”

“Can’t get out of them without the ke-e-ey,” Lottie teased, snatching the cuff key from Sadie and dangling it in front of Ben. He reached for it with his shackled hands. She dangled it for a moment, then stuffed it into the valley between her Double Ds. “You want it, hot stuff? Fish it out with your tongue!”

“Why don’t we demonstrate our Big Bang Orgasm Oil on our Mr. Sexiest?” purred Sadie, squirting oil out of a tube and onto her fingers. “Oh, don’t be shy, sweetie—you’ll love how it feels!”

Ben grimaced at the fumes as Sadie smeared the oil on his chest.

“You want me to set her sofa on fire?” Juju asked Mazie, picking up a lit candle from a table. “While they’re distracted, you grab Ben and—”

“Tempting, but no.”

“Okay, Plan B. I yell, ‘Look—Jake Gyllenhaal!’—and point out the window.”

“Ladies, we’ve still got more goodies to look at,” Sadie reminded the crowd. “Do you know anyone who’s been bad? Someone who deserves punishment?” She whipped a wooden paddle out of her basket. “Because that person might need a dose of Mister Spanky Pants!”

“Mr. Sexiest has been naughty,” yelled Krystal. “He needs a paddling.”

“No paddling,” Mazie yelled.

Hearing Mazie’s voice, Ben turned in her direction, but while he was turned, Krystal snatched the paddle and whacked him across the butt. Ben, who hadn’t been expecting it, jumped a foot, which made all the women cackle like crazed hens. If a guy had done that, Ben would have garroted him with the handcuff chain.

“Here we have the Whipsicle,” Sadie announced, yanking a skinny whip out of her picnic basket. “For those times when someone has been extra bad.”

“Hmm,” Juju said. “I think I need one of those.”

“It’s made from kangaroo hide, so it’s really bouncy.” Sadie stretched the whip to its full nine-foot length, demonstrating its knotted end. “I’ve been practicing with this sucker—everybody get back and I’ll show you.”

Jostling one another, the women moved aside, leaving a space in the middle of the room. Sadie raised the whip over her head, threw her shoulder into it, and snapped it. It sounded like a sonic boom. What would that thing feel like coming down on your bare skin at two hundred pounds of pressure per square inch?

No way were these sex-starved sluts going to try the Whipsicle on her man, Mazie grimly vowed. Digging in hard with her elbows—a survival skill acquired during her prison days—she forged her way through the pack.

“Unlock the cuffs,” she
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