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For all the eldest daughters out there. Remember to take some time for yourself – you deserve it.

xo





Chapter One ELIOTT

I have one goal for tonight and one goal only: I, Eliott Rayne, am going to have an orgasm.

Sasha, my flatmate and best friend, cheers loudly. ‘That’s the spirit, girl!’ Some of the Prosecco in her glass spills over onto my sheets as she flops down onto my bed. ‘Positive vibes only.’

It feels like I need more than just positive vibes right now, but I appreciate the sentiment all the same. Because, despite having just turned twenty-seven, I’ve never managed to get there with a partner.

Not for lack of trying, mind you.

One-night stands, friends-with-benefits, men, women, both at the same time – I’ve tried just about every combin-ation possible and not a single one has resulted in the kind of happy little moans I can hear coming from Sasha’s bedroom every time her boyfriend, Wes, stays the night.

It’s exhausting.

I put the finishing touches on my make-up and step back from the mirror. Sasha has already downed her drink and has swiped mine off the bedside table to sip on. I ignore the blatant theft and turn to face her.

‘How do I look?’

She grins. ‘Fucking stunning.’

Sasha would stay that if I stumbled out of bed at 5am wearing last night’s make-up and a bin bag, but that doesn’t mean it’s not true right now. Leather pants, corset top, my favourite walkable yet sexy heels – this is a tried and tested outfit. Make no mistake about it – someone is coming home with me tonight.

‘So, what’s the plan?’ Sasha asks, swinging her long legs over to the side so I can drop down onto the bed with her. I snatch my glass away from her and she gives me a pretend pout before reaching for the bottle to refill her own glass.

‘No plan,’ I say in between sips. ‘Unless “Find someone hot. Bring them back home. Have an orgasm” counts as a plan?’

Sasha rolls her eyes. ‘Yes, that’s a given, obviously. But beyond that, what’re we looking for? Just because they’re hot doesn’t mean they know how to fuck, and since we can’t just ask them—’

I snort into my drink. ‘Oh yeah, that’d go down well. Excuse me, hot person, how would you rate your sexual prowess on a scale of one to ten? One being couldn’t find the clit if I beat you over the head with it and ten being—’

‘Your sex game is so good; you’ll ruin me for everyone else for the rest of my life.’ She sighs happily, and a playful grin tugs at her brown lips. ‘I miss Wes.’

‘It’s been a week,’ I tell her dryly. ‘And you’re seeing him tonight.’

Wes is a DJ and has been on tour with an artist around the country for the last week. As much as I like him, it’s been nice not having to hear Sasha’s bed-frame rhythmically rocking against our shared wall every other night.

Don’t get me wrong. Wes is a great guy and I’m happy that Sasha’s found someone who can apparently pinpoint every single one of her many pleasure points in ninety seconds or less, but all it does is remind me that I’ve never had someone who knows and loves my body like that.

It’s not like I’ve never had an orgasm before. My very well-loved vibrator can always be counted on to get me where I need to go, but it always feels flat. Like I’m on the edge of something amazing but can’t quite reach it.

‘It’s been a long week,’ Sasha giggles. ‘Shirley has been working overtime.’

Shirley being the vibrator I bought her as a joke last year when Wes was overseas for two months.

‘But back to you and Mission: Get Eliott Laid.’

‘Getting laid isn’t the problem,’ I say, and God, do I wish it was. If that’s all it took, I wouldn’t be in this position right now – desperately trying to find someone to, as Sasha so helpfully put it, ruin me for everyone else. The trouble isn’t finding a willing partner to come back with me.

I’m starting to think that I’m broken, and that’s just not the kind of thing positive vibes can fix. At this point, I need a divine intervention.

‘You’re right,’ Sasha says, nodding seriously. ‘I’m changing the name to Mission: Big O.’ She gives me a mock salute and some more of her Prosecco spills onto my sheets. A jolt of irritation pulses through me, but I shove it away. ‘I’ll be the best wing woman you’ve ever had.’

Truth be told, Sasha’s the only wing woman I’ve ever had. We met at university nearly ten years ago now – two lone black girls in the middle of England desperately trying to find a shop that sold products that worked with our hair types – and we’ve been pretty much inseparable ever since. When I worked up the courage, about four years into our friendship, to tell her that I’d never had an orgasm with a partner before, Sasha didn’t laugh at me or judge me or run and whisper behind my back like I’d feared. She immediately jumped into ‘well, let’s fix that’ mode and she’s been stuck like that ever since.

I think the day I do finally have an orgasm, Sasha might be happier than me.

My phone buzzes, and I glance at it. In the space of about five seconds, my screen lights up with a quick stream of notifications.

LEANNE



ELIOTT!!!!!







PLEASE HELP







EMERGENCY. 999.







ELZZZZZZZZZ





ELIOTT



What? What’s happened? Are you okay? Where are you?





No response.

Oh God.

I feel my Prosecco start to climb back up my throat and my mind starts swimming with worst-case scenarios. My baby sister, injured in a ditch somewhere, alone and afraid.

ELIOTT



Leanne????







Please answer.





LEANNE



soz, jen just sent me a snap and I had to reply





So not dying in a ditch then. Great.

ELIOTT



Jesus fucking christ, Leanne. I was worried about you.







You said it was an emergency.





LEANNE



it IS an emergency







can u send me £50 plssssss







promise i’ll pay u back







as soon as my student loan drops





A paragraph of about one hundred praying emojis comes through next and I resist the urge to hurl my phone at the wall. Leanne is seventeen and enjoying her last summer before she starts her degree in September. It seems like barely two days can pass without her hitting me up for money, a ride, or some other kind of favour.

ELIOTT



Ask Mum.





LEANNE



she said to ask u





ELIOTT



Of course she did.







What do you need it for?





LEANNE



travel. i don’t have enough in my account to get to work until i get paid next week







can u spare the lecture this once and just let me borrow it???







i PROMISE i’ll pay u back







pinky swear





She won’t, of course. She never does and I doubt she ever will.

ELIOTT



This is the last time.







And we need to have a serious talk about your money management.





LEANNE



THANK YOU!!!!







lifesaver







love youuuuuuuuuuuu xoxo





ELIOTT



Love you too.





I hit send on the bank transfer and then finish the rest of my Prosecco in one gulp, wincing as the alcohol leaves a fiery trail down my throat.

‘You good?’ Sasha asks, shooting me a sideways look.

‘Great.’ I try to shake off the sudden wave of irritation I’m feeling, but it lingers. ‘You ready to go?’

We’re heading to an event hosted by the artist Wes has been DJ-ing for all week. He’ll be behind the decks tonight, which means we’re guaranteed a good time.

Sasha finishes off her glass and then stands up. Just like me, she’s also dressed to impress in a hot pink mini-dress, her long black hair falling in waves to the middle of her back – but Wes is the only man on her mind.

Irritation makes way for a pang of jealously, but I quickly brush it away.

Orgasm first. Then we’ll work on the whole loving life partner thing.

Sasha turns to me and grins. ‘Mission: Big O has officially started.’



As soon as we step through the doors, we’re met with chill R&B, the faint smell of smoke mingling in the air, and a crowd that’s just the right kind of tipsy.

Sasha immediately spots Wes behind the DJ deck and drags us through the crowd to meet him. I don’t mind. It gives me a chance to scope out what I’m working with tonight.

A beautiful girl with braids that fall all the way down to her knees winks at me as we squeeze past her, and my heart does a little flutter. I make a mental note to find her again on the dance floor at some point tonight, along with the tall, broad-shouldered man with the striking green eyes that follow me as we cut across the room.

‘He’s definitely into you,’ Sasha murmurs, her quick gaze darting to Green Eyes for a half a second before it finds me again. ‘And did you see the guy giving you the once-over when we walked in?’

I shake my head and resist the urge to glance over my shoulder to see if I can spot anyone else looking at me.

‘Well, he was nice. Oh, and there was a guy with locs checking you out. He was hot.’

‘You talking about me?’

I can practically see all thoughts of being my wing woman fly out of Sasha’s mind as Wes leans over the DJ deck and grins down at her. She doesn’t hesitate before diving across the decks and pulling him into a long kiss.

‘He was hot, for Eliott,’ Sasha clarifies as they pull apart. They’re both wearing identical goofy grins and Wes doesn’t seem to mind at all that Sasha’s left a lipstick stain on his cheek.

Wes grins over at me, and I match his smile. Over the last three years we’ve become friends in our own right, and there’s no one I’d trust with my best friend’s heart more than him.

‘Got your eye on anyone?’

I’m pretty sure Sasha hasn’t told him the extent of my bedroom troubles, but Wes has never once judged me for cycling through partners and has even offered to set me up with a friend of his once or twice. I’ve always declined, too afraid that my inability to orgasm might start to get round our small circle of friends, but I’ve always appreciated the offer and lack of judgement.

Sasha and I point out the few people we’ve spotted so far, and Wes wishes me luck and kisses Sasha again before he has to return to the decks.

‘All right. Game plan,’ Sasha says as we move through the crowd again and head to the bar. ‘We’ll get some drinks and then start working the room. Give us an hour, and you’ll be dragging someone out of those doors and into your bed. How’s that sound?’

It sounds great, and in theory, it should be.

In practice? Not so much.

Turns out, the girl with the long braids is in a relationship and they’re looking for a third. Her partner is as just as attractive as she is, but the one threesome I had a year or two ago didn’t do anything for me and it’s not an experience I’m particularly eager to revisit anytime soon.

Green Eyes is inexplicably already far too drunk by the time we reach him, despite the event only starting an hour or so ago. The other guy Sasha spotted checking me out seems promising at first, but he keeps calling me Ellie – a nickname I’ve always loathed – even after I ask him to stop, and any thoughts of heading home with him dry up relatively fast.

We can’t find the guy with locs she spotted when we first came in, but we do see a few mutual friends about two hours in and agree to momentarily drop the plan for a while to just enjoy the night and dance with them.

It’s fun for a while, but then Wes takes the music into an upbeat dancehall segment and the dance floor is suddenly filled with sweaty bodies gyrating against each other. I don’t mind dancehall, but I’m more of a reggae girl myself. Sasha, however, loves dancehall. She’s standing directly in front of the decks, putting on a show for Wes like they’re all alone and not in a packed warehouse somewhere in East London.

I consider asking her to come with me, but she looks like she’s having a good time (and Wes is definitely enjoying the show), so I leave her to it and step outside to get some air.

The small outdoor space is mostly empty aside from a few smokers in the corner and a tall guy leaning against the nearest wall. He’s standing directly below a light, and the warm amber glow illuminates him against the night sky.

And fuck me. He’s hot.

Warm brown skin, a defined jaw covered in just a little more than stubble, thick brows, full lips, and chin-length locs pulled into a messy bun with a few strands falling in front of his face.

I wonder if he’s the guy Sasha caught checking me out earlier. I hope so.

He pays me no attention, his undivided gaze on the phone in his hands, as I inch further into the space. He’s wearing a shirt with the first few buttons popped open and I get a glorious glimpse of a well-defined chest.

Sasha’s not here, but Mission: Big O is officially back in action.

I casually lean against the wall, leaving enough space between us that it’s not awkward, but also not so much that he can’t ignore my presence. His thumbs stall against his phone, and I feel a little thrill shoot through me as his gaze slides in my direction.

I pretend to look through my purse, giving him a moment to unabashedly look me up and down. He must like what he sees, because he stuffs his phone into his pocket and clears his throat.

I glance up at him and raise a brow, like I’m not sure why he’s bothering me.

He grins and, wow. It’s a very nice smile. Slightly lopsided, but warm and friendly. The kind of smile that makes you want to smile right back. I don’t, though. I keep my expression a careful balance between wary and intrigued, not wanting to play my cards too early.

His grin only widens as he shifts slightly to face me. ‘You know… I was hoping to bump into you.’

I bite the inside of my cheek to stop a pleased smirk from spreading across my face. He was the guy Sasha saw. ‘Do we know each other?’ I ask, cocking my head to the side.

‘Not yet.’ He takes a bold step towards me, closing the tactical gap I’d left between us. ‘But we can fix that pretty quickly.’

He’s hot, and he’s smooth. I give him two ticks on my mental checklist.

‘I’m Dane.’ He sticks out a hand.

I pretend to hesitate for a second and then reach out and grab it. ‘Eliott.’ I linger for a beat too long, letting my fingers trail slowly along his palm as I pull back. ‘It’s nice to meet you.’

‘Likewise.’ His grin widens even more, showing off a dimple on his left cheek. ‘You’re not into dancing?’ He nods over his shoulder, back to the still heaving dance floor. Sasha’s nowhere in sight and, since she hasn’t messaged me, I can only assume that means she’s gone behind the DJ deck with Wes.

I shrug. ‘Just waiting for the right song.’

He shoots me a curious look. ‘And what song would that be?’

‘Something a little slower than this. What about you?’ I ask. ‘How come you’re out here all alone?’

‘I was actually just about to head out. I only came as a favour to a friend – he’s the promoter for tonight – but I’m not a big dancer, so this isn’t really my scene.’ He looks me up and down again, and then his grin morphs into a small smirk. ‘Glad I stayed, though.’

‘Oh, really?’ I ask, feigning confusion. ‘Why’s that?’

He chuckles, like he can absolutely see right through me, but is more than happy to play along. Another tick. ‘Just met a gorgeous girl, and I’d like to see where things go.’

I pretend to giggle and duck my head to disguise my eye-roll.

Dane speaks with the well-practised charm of someone who has said that exact same line about a hundred times before. There’s no hesitation in anything he says. No fear of backlash or rejection. It’s like he’s got it down to a science and he knows exactly what he needs to say and when to have me fawning over him.

He’s got player written all over him. Not exactly my usual type personality-wise, but his confident gaze sends a shiver down my spine.

The music blaring inside morphs into something slower. I don’t recognise the song, but I catch Dane’s eye and give him my own well-practised, sultry smile. Dane isn’t the only one who knows what he’s doing. ‘Come on. I love this song.’

He doesn’t protest, just threads his fingers through mine and lets me drag him back onto the dance floor. I quite like that. How he’s happy to defer to me and let me lead, although it’s clear that he’s usually the one in charge.

Another tick for Dane.

I pull him to a stop in the middle of the dance floor and press my back up against his chest. He’s tall enough that he has to crouch slightly so I can wine my waist against his, but he doesn’t complain. Instead, he brings his hands down to my waist and pulls me flush against him.

He wasn’t lying when he said he wasn’t much of a dancer. His movements are slightly awkward, like he can’t quite catch the beat no matter how hard he tries, but he seems content with letting me guide us.

He drops his head onto my shoulder. ‘Where’d you learn to move like this?’

I laugh as I roll my hips to the beat. ‘It’s not hard.’

He hums, his grip on my waist tightening slightly. ‘Maybe you’ll have to teach me. Do you do private lessons?’

I have to hand it to him; he moves very fast, and I’m not mad at it.

‘Is this your game?’ I ask, tilting my head slightly so we can make eye contact. ‘Pretending that you can’t dance and asking for private lessons back at some girl’s place?’

‘I’m not pretending.’ He grins, and there’s that dimple again. ‘But let’s just say it is my game. Is it working?’

The song switches and I pull away for a brief moment, only to spin around so I’m facing him. I loop my arms around his neck and he resettles his around my waist.

‘Maybe,’ I lie. Because it definitely is working. All I need is the Sasha Seal of Approval, and then Dane is coming home with me. ‘Tell me more about you.’

‘Dane. Twenty-nine. Business owner. Allergic to bananas. Terrible dancer. Great at…’ He wiggles his brows. ‘… Other things.’

I snort and roll my eyes. ‘Ugh. And you were doing so well. I’ve never met a guy who said something like that who could actually live up to the hype.’

He drops his eyes to my lips. ‘You’ve never met me until tonight.’

Fair point.

‘Your turn. Tell me more about you, Eliott.’ He says my name slowly, like it’s something to savour.

I pretend to think my answer over as I look around the room, desperate to spot Sasha and get her thoughts on him. ‘I’m twenty-seven. I’m a photographer – weddings specifically. No allergies that I know of. But I really hate tomatoes.’

‘Tomatoes are like, ninety per cent water,’ he scoffs. ‘Impossible to hate.’

‘They’re disgusting. Especially when they’re in sandwiches.’

He laughs. ‘Noted. Keep tomatoes away from you. Anything else I should know?’

I bite my lip. What about ‘I’ve never had an orgasm and I’m hoping you’re going to be the one to change that’? No. Can’t say that. It’ll scare him off before we’ve even really got things started. Instead, I settle for looking up at him through my eyelashes and strategically biting my bottom lip. ‘I live about a fifteen-minute Uber ride from here.’

Something flashes in Dane’s eyes. ‘Good to know.’

We dance like that for a little longer, sharing mundane pieces of information that we’ll both most likely have forgotten by tomorrow morning.

I learn that he has his own construction business that he runs with a friend. His favourite colour is blue. He likes to cook and he likes watching quiz shows in his spare time. Doesn’t matter the show or the format, he’ll get into it somehow. I end up sharing that I’m the eldest of three children, my favourite colour is yellow, my favourite food is the soup my grandmother used to make me when I was sick as a child, and I have to wear socks to bed because my feet are always cold.

By the time I eventually spot Sasha sliding out from behind the DJ deck, her gaze inquisitive as she scans the crowd for me, Dane and I have been wrapped in each other’s arms for at least an hour.

‘I’ve just seen my friend,’ I say, reluctantly unwinding my arms from his neck. ‘I’m gonna go and let her know I’m good.’

I move to step away, but he trails his hands up my side, along my arms, and then skims a hand over my jaw.

‘Dane—’

Then his lips are over mine and he’s swallowing the rest of my question. As first kisses go, it’s not half bad. It’s great, actually. His lips are soft and surprisingly gentle and I can’t help but lean into him as he brings his hand up to cup my jaw, like I’m the most precious thing in the world to him and not some girl he just met in the middle of a sweaty and too crowded dance floor.

He pulls away, hand still on my jaw, and gives me a smile that is somehow a strange mix of both shy and smug. ‘Just giving you a reason to come back.’

The probability of me not coming back to find him was probably less than five per cent, but that kiss just sealed the deal. ‘I’ll be five minutes,’ I promise before I drift back into the crowd.

When I get to Sasha, she’s grinning from ear to ear, clearly having seen the two of us on the dance floor. ‘Who’s the hottie?’

I give her the rundown on everything that’s happened since I first left the dance floor and by the time I’m finished, she’s practically vibrating with excitement.

‘I knew it’d be him,’ she says, glancing over my shoulder to get another peek at him. ‘When we walked in, I said there was a guy with locs checking you out, didn’t I? It was him! You think he’s got what it takes?’

‘I hope so.’

Dane chooses that moment to look over in our direction. He meets Sasha’s gaze and to his credit, doesn’t look away. Sasha surveys him for a long moment before giving him a small nod and turning back to me.

‘I like him. He’s got balls.’

Anticipation shoots through me and I bite down on my lip to try to temper the eager smile I can feel on my face. ‘He’s got the Sasha Seal of Approval?’

‘Hell yeah.’ She starts gently shoving me back in Dane’s direction. ‘Let me know when you get back home and when he leaves.’ Her grin widens, and she shoots me an overdramatic wink. ‘If he leaves. And I’m heading back to Wes’s after this, so we’ll only be ten minutes down the road if you need us.’

Dane quirks a brow as I approach him again. ‘I’m guessing your friend gave me the okay?’

Sasha has all the subtlety of a brick to the face and I don’t need to turn around to know she’s still got eyes on us. ‘She did.’ It’s my turn to raise a brow. ‘Is that a problem?’ Over the years, I’ve learned that some guys can get funny about the measures women have to take to stay safe on a night out and if he’s one of them – ridiculously handsome or not – then I’m calling it quits right now.

‘Nah. You do what you’ve got to do. And besides—’ He reaches for my hand and I let him pull me into his chest. ‘I’m assuming her approval can only mean good things for us.’

He tilts my chin up and steals another kiss, one I’m more than happy to give. It’s been a while since I’ve been with someone like Dane. Someone who doesn’t second-guess themselves and just oozes confidence the way he does. I like it.

‘You said your place is only fifteen minutes away,’ he murmurs against my lips when he eventually pulls back. ‘Is that offer still on the table?’

I nod eagerly, probably too eagerly, but I don’t care at this point. I want him. I want him so badly my entire body has begun to tingle with anticipation.

‘Good.’ His lips are still barely grazing my own and I feel, rather than see, his smile. ‘Lead the way.’





Chapter Two ELIOTT

Dane has my corset top over my head and scattered on the floor within seconds of my bedroom door slamming shut behind us. We stumble in the darkness until the backs of his knees hit the edge of my bed and he drops down onto it, effortlessly pulling me with him as he goes.

His lips find my neck while his hands come up to palm my tits. A shockwave of pleasure shoots through me as his thumb brushes against my nipple, and I arch into his touch.

I’m not under any delusion; there’s no romance in any of this. No sweet nothings whispered in my ear, no longing glances or soft touches with hidden meanings. This is just sex.

But still.

I can’t believe how good this feels already.

Dane works my body like he’s touched it a million times before, responding to my every sigh, moan and shudder. I don’t think I’ve ever had a partner pay such close attention to me before, and the realisation snaps me back to reality with annoying clarity.

The orgasm.

Dane is going to give me my first orgasm.

Should I tell him? I nix that idea almost as quickly as it enters my mind. That’d be too much pressure on the both of us. Besides, as long as he keeps doing what he’s doing, which is currently sucking on my nipples as another hand fumbles with my pants, there’s a chance I might just get there without having to say a word.

‘Your ass looks great in these,’ he murmurs as he dips his fingers beneath the waistband of my pants. ‘But they’re a pain to get off.’

I laugh and lift my hips to help him pull them down. ‘Good to know they did the job.’

He hums appreciatively as the pants slide down my thighs and wastes no time at all in palming the newly revealed skin there. ‘I like what’s underneath a little more.’

My heart does a silly little flutter as he sinks his fingers into the soft skin around my hips and pulls me flush against him. Without the extra layer of clothing between us, it’s impossible to ignore the unmistakable hardness in his own pants right now. I slide my hands between us and start fumbling with his belt. He’s trailing kisses along my collarbone and I feel the way his lips curve upwards into a cocky smirk when I dip below the elastic of his boxer briefs and my breath hitches in my throat.

I curl my fingers around his dick and give him a tentative squeeze.

‘Eliott.’ He groans my name and gives me barely a second to relish in just how low and rough his voice sounds right now, before he leans back onto his haunches. It may be dark, but I can feel his intense gaze burning a pathway down my body as he takes me in.

I resist the urge to place a protective hand over my stomach. I’m not as self-conscious of my body as I used to be, but whispers of my insecurities still linger at times.

‘Fuck.’

Fuck? And what exactly am I supposed to take from that? Is it a ‘fuck, you’re so hot’ or a ‘fuck, you’re not what I was expecting’? Or a—

He dives a hand between us and, in one smooth motion, tugs my panties aside.

‘How are you already so wet?’ he murmurs against my lips.

I blink, jolting back to reality for a second. I hadn’t realised he’d got so close again. Before I can respond, he slides a finger inside me, and then another, and then I’m riding his hand while he peppers my neck with kisses.

It feels good.

It feels so fucking good. Dane clearly knows what he’s doing and I can feel the telltale signs of pleasure building in the very depths of my core.

This is it, I tell myself as Dane circles his thumb over my clit and my back arches off the bed. This is it.

My entire body thrums with anticipation.

I’m going to come.

The pleasure builds and builds and builds, like I’m climbing the tallest peak, but instead of reaching the summit, I trip and fall all the way down.

I’ve lost it.

My back slumps against my sheets as I realise the moment has passed me by.

Again.

Dane is blissfully unaware. His fingers are still pumping in and out of me and although I can recognise a tiny pinprick of pleasure stirring inside me, it’s not enough to latch onto.

‘—get a condom?’

I belatedly realise that Dane has stopped fucking me with his fingers and is back on his haunches again. He’s looking at me curiously, his thick brows knitting together in the middle slightly.

‘What was that?’

‘I said I’ll go grab a condom.’ He suddenly looks uncertain, and I realise the look on his face isn’t curiosity – it’s concern. ‘But I don’t have to. Not if you’re not feeling it.’

I feel myself flush beneath him, and I’m grateful that the darkness hides how warm my face must be right now. ‘I’m fine,’ I say as I push up onto my elbows and give him a slow, sweet kiss.

So the foreplay didn’t get me there. That’s fine. The night isn’t over yet. We’ve still got time.

When I pull away, he’s got a dopey grin on his face.

I quirk a brow as I lean back down onto my bed. ‘Condom?’

He hesitates for half a second, then nods and quickly fumbles for the jeans he discarded earlier. I’m sure he finds the condom and gets it on in record time, and the fact that he’s as eager as I am to continue with this sends a burst of confidence shooting through me.

Maybe this time.

He comes to hover over me, his lean and muscular arms bracketing the side of my head as he uses his knee to nudge my legs apart and settle there. ‘You sure?’

I feel a spark of pleasure alight in the pit of my stomach as the weight of his dick rests gently against me. ‘I’m sure.’

He grins, his dimple making a quick reappearance, before he kisses me again. I get so lost in the kiss – the feel of his tongue against mine, the soft little groans that spill from his lips when I nibble on his bottom lip, how I can feel his heartbeat racing as he presses his chest into mine, like he can’t get close enough – that the feel of him slowly sliding into me makes me gasp.

He groans as he sinks into me, and it doesn’t take long for us to develop a pace that suits us both. Again, it feels good. But it doesn’t go beyond that. It’s not great. It’s not mind-blowing or life-altering. It’s just good. And good isn’t enough for me, apparently.

I try to focus on the small knot of pleasure I can feel building within me, but it’s pointless. I can’t hold onto it for long enough for it to build into something worthwhile.

The realisation that I can’t get there with someone like Dane – who may just be the most attractive man I’ve ever brought back home with me – is a depressing one.

It’s also a realisation I want to deal with alone.

I need this to be over and I need Dane out of here so I can wallow in my own self-pity until Sasha comes sauntering home tomorrow afternoon and she can commiserate with me.

I squeeze my legs tightly around his waist, close my eyes, and huff out a few loud and well-practised moans. The noises come to me with ease. Too easily.

Sasha thinks that it’s terrible that I fake it – ‘they should know that they suck’ – but I’ve come to learn that it’s infinitely better than the alternative. For a lot of men, there’s nothing more ego-bruising than being unable to make the girl you’re sleeping with come. And I’ve learned first-hand that when a guy’s ego gets bruised, they can get mean.

Cruel, even.

I don’t need that again. Not tonight.

So I dig my fingers into Dane’s skin, arch my back off the bed, and moan like this is the best thing I’ve ever experienced. Like Dane is shattering my whole world with his well-timed strokes, and I’ll never be able to get enough.

Like he’s absolutely ruined sex for me.

I’ve done this move plenty of times before and it usually does the job pretty quickly, but when I peek open an eye, Dane has stopped moving and that curious-slash-concerned look is back on his face again.

‘What?’ I ask, frowning. ‘Is everything all right?’

He blinks at me for a few seconds and then slowly – excruciatingly slowly – pulls out. ‘Are you—’ He pushes himself up, leans back and frowns. ‘Are you faking it?’

Now it’s my turn to blink. I don’t think anyone’s ever been able to tell that I’ve faked before. It’s a terrible thing to brag about, but I’ve got my moaning down to an art. ‘No,’ I lie. ‘No, of course not.’

‘You were!’ His expression flits from offended to amused and back again. ‘Was it not good? You weren’t enjoying it?’

‘You were great!’ My voice rises an octave and I’m not entirely sure why I’m suddenly so desperate to spare his ego. ‘So good. I wasn’t faking. Come back and finish.’

He shakes his head and, to my relief, his expression seems to settle on amused. ‘No, you’re not feeling it.’

‘I am.’

He exhales a deep breath. ‘Then let’s just say that I’m not feeling it anymore.’

I watch, stunned, as he pushes himself off my bed and starts reaching for his clothes.

‘Dane—’

A small grin tugs at his lips. ‘It’s fine, Eliott. You changed your mind, no big deal.’ He says it like he really means it, like he’s not at all bothered by the strange turn this night has taken. ‘I had fun and I hope you did, too. Up until…’ He trails off and gestures awkwardly in my direction. ‘Whatever that was.’

My blood feels like fire under my skin, and I can feel it rushing to my face. ‘Yeah. I did.’

He nods, seemingly satisfied with what has to be an incredibly unsatisfying response, and then turns for the door.

‘Wait.’

He glances over his shoulder, a brow raised in question. I fidget with the blanket pooled around me. I should tell him that this has nothing to do with him – that this is definitely a me thing – but the words won’t come. Instead, I give him a sad little smile and he returns it with one of his own.

‘Maybe I’ll see you around, Eliott.’

‘Yeah,’ I say as he steps out of my bedroom and lets the door swing shut behind him. ‘Maybe.’





Chapter Three ELIOTT

TWO YEARS LATER

The bride-to-be accosts me as soon as I walk through the door. She’s wearing a short, feathery white dress and even the six-inch heels she’s wearing can’t stop her from launching herself across the space between us and into my arms.

‘Eliott!’ Bailey cheers my name and wraps her arms around me in a tight hug like we’re lifelong friends and she didn’t just find me on Instagram a week ago. ‘I’m so glad you could make it. You’re a lifesaver, you know that?’

‘I don’t know about lifesaver.’ I force a laugh as she unravels herself from me and takes a step back. ‘But I’ll do what I can.’

Her fiancé – Caspian, if I’m remembering the details of the frantic messages Bailey sent me correctly – comes up behind her and rests a gentle hand on her waist. Her smile softens into something sweeter, something just for him, and she melts into his touch.

I bring my camera up to my face and snap a quick candid shot of the two of them. They don’t even notice. That’s how lost they are in each other’s gaze. It’s cute – nauseatingly cute – but I’m used to it. Between being a wedding photographer and living with Sasha and Wes, navigating loved-up couples has quickly become my new normal.

I barely even feel the slight pang of longing in my chest as I watch Caspian tilt his head and whisper something in Bailey’s ear that makes her giggle.

Barely.

I turn away from them, feeling like I’m intruding on something private, and glance around the room. They’ve hired out this restaurant to celebrate their recent engagement and the large space is already starting to fill with friends and family.

I always enjoy engagement party jobs. They practically guarantee the couple will book me for their big day, and it’s a slightly more relaxed way of getting to know them, understanding how they operate, and seeing how comfortable they are in front of the camera. If any red flags pop up tonight, we’ve got the chance to iron them out before the big day.

‘Thanks so much for fitting us in,’ Bailey says, pulling my attention back to the happy couple. ‘I know it was late notice, but our first photographer bailed on us.’

‘We thought it was a sign that maybe we shouldn’t bother with one for tonight,’ Caspian says.

‘But then we saw your portfolio online and fell in love!’ Bailey finishes with a bright grin.

Pride blooms in me, and I bite back a pleased smile. I’d known that Bailey was a fan of my work, given the fact that she liked and reshared almost my entire feed within a span of five minutes one evening, but still. I’ve put a lot of effort into working on my craft over the years, and it always feels good to hear that recognised. ‘Have you guys settled on a date for the big day yet?’

They exchange a look and both break out into identical, slightly weary grins. I get the distinct impression that I’m watching a silent conversation play out in front of me. It’s the kind of thing Sasha and Wes do all the time. Like one of the side-effects of being so ridiculously in love with someone is developing the power of mind-reading.

Annoying, but also cute. So goddamn cute.

‘We’re still working on a few things,’ Caspian says.

‘But don’t worry,’ Bailey says. ‘As soon as we’ve got it all sorted, we’ll be able to confirm a date and get you booked in.’

‘Sure,’ I say with an easy shrug. I’ve got no doubt in my mind that I’ll take on Bailey and Caspian as a couple. They’re friendly, easy-going and open in a way that a lot of couples aren’t – and it definitely helps that they’re paying double my fee tonight thanks to the late notice. ‘I tend to book out pretty quickly, but if you let me know as soon as you have rough dates in mind, I can block out some time in my schedule for you.’

Bailey’s smile widens. ‘Like I said, Eliott. You’re a lifesaver.’

We’ve gone over the specifics in our messages already, but Bailey and Cash – as I quickly learn he prefers to
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