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      Kyle wants it all...

      Kyle Stuyvesant doesn't believe in love and romance. His parents taught him there’s no such thing as forever, and he took the lesson to heart. After all, there's only one woman who ever tempted him to want more than one hot night together. Fortunately for his convictions, she's married to another guy. Problem solved—until Lauren's husband cheats and Kyle isn't just the bearer of bad news, but the man she calls for comfort.

      

      Lauren demands his all...

      After Lauren's marriage implodes, she wants to lose herself in pleasure. Who knows that territory better than Kyle, who once seduced her completely? Lauren never forgot that wonderful night and, now that she’s suddenly single, Kyle’s rule of no love or romance has a new appeal. All she wants is satisfaction, but when Kyle realizes he needs more, will he be able to convince Lauren to take a chance on forever again, this time with him?
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            Flatiron Five Fitness

          

        

      

    

    
      Straight out of college, five friends with a dream joined forces to build success. Ten years later, their exclusive fitness club, Flatiron Five Fitness, is the hottest destination in Manhattan. People flock to F5F to get fit, to get lucky, and even, to fall in love. The founding partners have been immune to F5F’s romantic spell—at least, so far...

      
        
        Flatiron Five Fitness

        1. Just One Fake Date

        Tyler and Shannyn

      

        

      
        2. Just One More Time

        Kyle and Lauren

      

        

      
        3. Just One Night Together

        Damon and Haley

      

        

      
        4. Just One Hometown Hero

        Cassie and Reid

      

        

      
        5. Two Weddings & a Baby

        A Novella

      

        

      
        6. Just One Second Chance

        Theo and Lyssa

      

        

      
        7. Just Home for the Holidays

        Hunter and Chloe

      

        

      
        8. Just One Silver Fox

        Jacquie and Pierce

      

        

      
        9. Just the Wrong Twin

        Sonia and Nate

      

        

      
        10. When Annika Met Thom

        Coming April 2022
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      Don’t miss the spin-off series, Flatiron Five Tattoo. Each month, on the full moon, Chynna gives away a special tattoo that brings true love to the recipient. These are their stories.

      
        
        1. Just One Snowbound Night

        (Olivia and Spencer)

      

        

      
        2. Just One Vacation Night

        (Reyna and Kade)

      

        

      
        3. Just One Unforgettable Night

        (Lexi and Gabe)

      

        

      
        4. Just One Christmas Night

        (Chynna and Trevor)
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      The Flatiron Five Fitness series is also available in boxed sets, each including three or four books.

      Visit the F5F Boxed Sets page on my website for more information and links.
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            Dear Reader

          

        

      

    

    
      Welcome back to Flatiron Five Fitness!

      In Just One Fake Date, we met Tyler, the finance guy of Flatiron Five Fitness, along with his friends and partners at the club. Each partner has his or her strength—Kyle is the bad boy who charms all the women, but who also has great marketing ideas. I like Kyle and his breezy attitude to life, but I knew from the moment he stepped onto the page that there was more to him than he wanted any of us to believe. He struck me as a character with secrets, and maybe even a few scars. Could it be that he only has one-night stands because he doesn’t believe in forever?

      I was also intrigued that Tyler’s sister, Lauren, didn’t like Kyle. I expected everyone to like Kyle, but when she talked to Tyler about his partner, her disapproval was clear. Lauren’s reaction seemed a bit strong, given that she and Kyle barely knew each other—unless, of course, they knew each other better than Tyler realized. It turned out that they made a connection years ago, before either realized that they both knew Tyler. Kyle’s greatest asset is his honesty, and he never misleads any woman about his intention to have fun and move on. When Lauren’s marriage falls apart and she just wants good sex, she turns to Kyle. He should be the perfect man for the job, and her choice begins Just One More Time. Lauren’s suggestion seems to be too good to be true to Kyle, especially when one night isn’t enough for her. He can’t say no to her, although he knows he should. I like how these two challenge each other: it makes them a good team. It’s no spoiler to guess how this story ends, but there are a lot of twists and turns along the way in this second-chance-at-love romance.

      Third in the Flatiron Five Fitness series is Damon’s book, Just One Night Together, and there’s an excerpt from it in the back of this book. Find out where Damon goes every Friday night, who Natasha is, and meet a nurse who wants very much to unravel all of his secrets herself.

      The Flatiron Five Fitness series takes place in real time—this book begins in May 2017. You can find a timeline for the series on my website, along with a list of characters. They’re all under the Flatiron Five Fitness tab.

      You can keep up to date with my contemporary romances by subscribing to my Heroes & Happy Endings newsletter.

      Until next time, I hope you have plenty of good books to read.

      All my best,

      Deborah

      http://deborahcooke.com
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        June 23—Manhattan

      

      

      Lauren came out of the back of her hair salon, drying her hands. Fridays were just brutal and as usual, she’d skipped lunch, but the last customer was finally out the door. She was looking forward to having a Saturday off and trying to sort things out with Mark.

      Maybe they’d finally get all their crossed signals sorted out.

      It seemed like a long shot, but Lauren was nothing if not optimistic.

      And stubborn. Marriage was supposed to be for keeps. No one worth anything just walked away when there was a patch of rough ground to be covered.

      Even if it was a big patch.

      She stopped cold at the sight of a familiar man flipping through the magazines in the waiting area. As had happened before, Kyle seemed to feel her gaze and looked up right away. As had always happened, one look from her brother’s college friend and partner, and Lauren felt unsteady on her feet.

      It had been that way even before she’d known who he was.

      The fact was that Kyle was way too good looking.

      He was way too sure of himself.

      But damn, he was easy on the eyes.

      She would have thought that one night together so many years ago would have been enough, but the quiver she felt at the sight of Kyle proved it wasn’t so.

      It had to be because she’d been alone too much. Just how long had it been since she and Mark had had sex? A hundred years?

      “Look what the cat dragged in,” Lauren said in the casual tone she always used with Kyle. The way she saw it, he didn’t need anyone building up his ego. It was already sky-high.

      He grinned. “You have such a way with words. I knew you missed me.”

      Lauren rolled her eyes, more because he expected it than anything else. She couldn’t deny that she felt a bit lighter in his presence. He had that effect on her. Probably on everyone. “Seriously. What are you doing here?”

      He lifted a hand to his tousled blond hair. “So hard to believe I need my highlights touched up?”

      “You’ve never come here before.”

      “Maybe I wanted to spread the joy around.”

      Lauren laughed despite herself. “You really should package that confidence and sell it. I’m sure you have more than enough to spare.”

      “Maybe,” he said and sobered unexpectedly.

      “We don’t actually have any openings left today,” she said, flipping shut the massive appointment book. “No lies. It’s been one nutty Friday, but thank God we close soon.”

      Kyle looked up, impaling her on the spot with those baby blues. “I didn’t come for an appointment, Lor,” he said, calling her by the nickname only he ever used. His serious attitude gave her palpitations, but not as much as what he said next. “I need to talk to you.”

      “That sounds dire.”

      “You might think it is.” He leaned back, watching her with an intensity more typical of her big brother, Tyler, than the happy-go-lucky Kyle she thought she knew.

      “What is it?” she asked with new concern. “Is something wrong with Ty?”

      “No, not that.” Kyle shook his head, his gaze flicking to the adjacent room. Marie probably was eavesdropping and she appreciated that he’d guessed as much. “Not here.” He stood up, then peered through the window at the little wine bar across the street. “That place any good?”

      “Quiet until eight or so.”

      “Perfect. You said you close soon. When are you done?”

      “I can finish up in ten minutes.” Lauren was intrigued by how intent Kyle was. What could he want to talk about? “I just have to clean up a couple of things.”

      “Then I’ll wait for you there.” Kyle cocked a finger at her, making her heart leap. “Don’t stand me up. Remember that I know where you live.” He winked, his reckless self again, blew a kiss to Marie (who was listening), then left the salon.

      Lauren watched his tight butt all the way across the street. He was fine. And she wasn’t going to remember that one night...

      No. Some things should be kept perfect and that memory was one of them. Going back for more would just be a disappointment.

      She’d known that twelve years ago.

      Because Kyle had told her so.

      “Who’s the delicious one?” Marie asked, emerging from the other room. The other stylist was a few years older than Lauren and quite striking with her dark hair and dark eyes. They had met at a trade show just when Lauren was planning to open the salon and Marie was hoping to rent a chair on the upper west side. Marie had worked at the salon from day one and her client list had helped to keep the salon busy in the early days. She and Lauren had never become close, but their working relationship was excellent.

      Lauren noticed how Marie watched Kyle and wondered if the other woman was wishing Kyle had given her more than a glance.

      Maybe she should introduce them.

      Maybe not.

      “Friend of my brother’s,” Lauren said with an indifferent shrug that was just about the opposite of how she was feeling. She had a habit of giving Marie the minimum of information.

      “The brother who’s getting married?”

      Lauren nodded, coming up with a plausible explanation on the spot. “He’s probably planning Ty’s stag. I’ll guess he wants help surprising Ty because it’s not easy to do.”

      Marie rolled her eyes. “Men and their stag parties. You’d think they were afraid that once they got married, they’d never have sex again.”

      Lauren refrained from commenting on that. She cleaned up quickly and when she saw that Marie was done, too, locked up early. She made it across the street to the wine bar in eight and a half minutes. She told herself that it wasn’t just the promise of having Kyle to herself. There was something odd about his impromptu visit.

      But her heart skipped and her mouth went dry when his gaze locked upon her.

      Some things never changed.

      Kyle didn’t need to know it, though.
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      “Want a drink?” Kyle asked, feeling as if his usual charm had deserted him.

      Lauren sat down, as gorgeous and as skeptical as ever. She was almost as tall as Ty, with the same chestnut hair and green eyes. Hers were thickly lashed, though, and her lips were full. Her hair was long and it bounced, like she should star in a shampoo commercial. He supposed that a stylist must know how to make that happen. Lor was slim in all the right places and curvy where it counted. There had always been something about her that made Kyle want to touch her.

      Maybe more than just touch her.

      She fixed him with a look. “You’re not going to just tell me, are you?”

      He winced. “I think I have to work up to it.”

      “I’ll have a coffee, please,” she said to the hovering waitress. “Black.”

      “Double Scotch,” Kyle said. “No ice.”

      “Bad news, then,” Lauren said after the waitress left.

      “I guess it depends on your perspective. Not happy news, that’s for sure, but probably better to know sooner than later.”

      “You’re not doing much to reassure me.”

      “I’m not sure I should.” Kyle decided that a picture was worth a thousand words. He reached into his messenger bag and pulled out a brown envelope. The waitress brought their drinks then and he held on to the envelope, the silence charging by the second.

      “Thank you,” Lauren said to the waitress with a quick smile.

      Kyle put the envelope on the table between them when they were alone again, keeping his fingers on it. “I really recommend the drink first,” he said.

      Lauren scoffed and pulled the envelope from beneath his fingers. She opened it, apparently having some idea of its contents, but whatever her expectation had been, she was shocked. She flipped through the pictures in rapid succession, then again more slowly, her face becoming whiter and her lips getting tighter every second.

      Kyle remembered the pictures and their order. He didn’t have to look at them again to know what Lauren was seeing. First, there was the shot of her husband, Mark, entering the club at F5F with his arms around two beautiful women, both much younger than him. The second was him necking with one of those women against the bar. In the third, still at the bar, the couple looked like they might do it, right in front of everyone. The fourth was of them leaving, Mark’s hand cupped around the woman’s butt.

      Lauren put them down on the table and fixed Kyle with a look. “Who took these?”

      “Security cameras.”

      “How did you get them?”

      “Seriously? That’s F5F.” He referred to the fitness club in which he and Ty were part-owners.

      Lor’s eyes widened, and she put one of the images on the table. It was the second shot in the bar, the one of Mark necking with that hot, young blonde. She couldn’t have been twenty. “Bad strategy on his part,” she said quietly. “Anywhere else, he might not have been recognized.”

      To Kyle’s dismay, she wasn’t surprised. He wasn’t sure whether that made things better or worse.

      Lauren’s hands shook a little as she jammed the pictures back in the envelope. She took a gulp of her coffee and winced. “I know he collects porn. I know he goes out with his buddies. I know they visit strip clubs, too. So, he kisses pretty women when he’s out. None of that’s a crime.”

      “No, it’s not.” Kyle took a sip of his own drink, then leaned across the table. “But there’s more.”

      “More than wrapping his tongue around her tonsils?”

      Kyle nodded, realizing that she was more upset than he’d thought.

      She met his gaze steadily. “Why exactly are you telling me this?”

      Kyle went with the abbreviated version. “Because I saw it. I was working in the bar that night and thought he looked familiar. I asked Ty to check the footage and he confirmed that it was Mark.”

      “How’d you recognize him?”

      “Ty shows us wedding pictures.”

      She almost smiled then. “Lots of those the past few years.” She was referring to the fact that all four of Ty’s sisters had gotten married, one each year, starting with Lauren herself. The most recent wedding, Katelyn’s, had been less than two weeks before.

      “I wasn’t sure at the time. Mark just looked vaguely familiar. It was after closing that I figured out where I’d seen him before. I asked Ty to look. He was not happy.”

      “I guess not.” She fingered the envelope. “Why are you the one telling me and not him?”

      “Because I offered to be the bearer of bad news. I feel kind of responsible because I spotted him.” He shrugged, unable to fully explain his impulse. “And I thought it might be better to hear from a friend.”

      “Is that what we are?”

      “We can be.”

      “You didn’t bring me this in order to hit on me, did you?”

      Her voice was sharp but Kyle knew her well enough to realize her anger wasn’t really directed at him. “No. I thought you might want to talk about it, maybe in a way you can’t talk to Ty. I knew you wouldn’t want to talk to Cassie, and you don’t know Damon or Theo very well. I figured I was your best shot.”

      She tapped her fingers on the table, considering this. “You can’t prove that anything happened after they left the bar...”

      “I can, Lor, because they didn’t leave the building,” Kyle said interrupting her. “So, you can either trust me that I wouldn’t shit you on something this important, or you can sign a confidentiality agreement and see it for yourself.”

      Her eyes narrowed. “Why do I have to sign anything?”

      “Because there are other people in the film from the security cameras.” He removed a second envelope from his messenger bag, a smaller one, and let his tone soften. “It’s a loaded flash drive. You don’t have to watch it.”

      Lauren’s gaze lingered on the envelope. “Innocent until proven guilty,” she said quietly.

      “I thought you’d say that.”

      She took a shaking breath, then another gulp of coffee. “Do you have a laptop with you?”

      “A tablet. You can watch it here if you want.” At her nod of agreement, Kyle treated himself to another hit of Scotch.

      She leaned across the table. “Did this happen on a Friday night?”

      “Yes. The F5F Club is only open Friday and Saturday nights.”

      Lauren faltered for only a moment, then she moved decisively. She pulled out the confidentiality agreement, read it twice, signed it in triplicate, and offered it to him.

      “I already signed.”

      She took one copy, folded it, and put it into her purse. She took a large sip of his Scotch, as smoothly as she’d once commandeered the lime from his tequila. “Bring it,” she said, beckoning impatiently with her fingers. “I need to know.”

      Kyle booted up his tablet, slid the drive into the port, and opened the file. He turned the tablet so she could watch her husband with a blonde in the corridor to the restroom at F5F, then sat back to watch her.

      “She needs her roots done,” Lauren said softly.

      “Ty said you’d say that.”

      She didn’t reply, but then, Kyle knew that it rapidly got worse. His Scotch tasted sour, only because of the way Lauren paled and her lips almost disappeared. She watched it all, though. No flinching from a McKay. But she looked drained when she was done, as if all the life in her was gone.

      No. All the hope in her was gone.

      The sight nearly killed Kyle.

      “He took off his wedding ring,” she said with no emotion at all.

      “Yeah.” Kyle wished he hadn’t been the one to bring her the news, but on the other hand, he hadn’t wanted anyone else to do it. “I’m sorry.”

      “You shouldn’t be,” she said, her eyes flashing briefly. She sat straighter and met his gaze as she handed back the tablet. “Not many people would have had the balls to tell me, let alone to take such a risk in being the bearer of bad news. My issue is with Mark and no one else.”

      Kyle had suspected she’d say that, but it relieved him to hear her say it. “And what are you going to do?”

      “I’m long past getting mad,” she said with a resignation that saddened him. Had their marriage really been that bad? “I think I’ll try getting even.”

      “You need any help, just let me know.”

      Lauren eyed him warily. “Filled with the milk of human kindness tonight?” she said in a teasing tone, the first hint that her usual spark was returning.

      “He’s an idiot,” Kyle said and meant it.

      A ghost of a smile touched her lips. “You’re just saying that.”

      It would have been nice to reply that he never just said anything, but he did and Lor knew it. “Nope. Not this time.” He shook a finger at her. “You weren’t surprised.”

      “Not really. It’s been shit for a while.”

      “You’ve only been married for a while.”

      “There is that.” Lauren frowned. “It only makes sense that he was getting some elsewhere, because there wasn’t any at home.”

      “Sorry.”

      “Me, too.” She met his gaze squarely, and he admired how direct she was. “You probably don’t think I’m going to thank you, but I will. Thanks for telling me, Kyle.”

      “Like I said, anything I can do...”

      “No, you’ve done plenty.”

      “That sounds like an accusation,” he teased and to his delight, she smiled briefly.

      She almost stood up, but then she sat down again. “You probably don’t know this, but that night we had?”

      That night. Kyle nodded, his throat tight.

      “It’s been a touchstone for me of how good things could be for two people. It’s given me strength and hope in some dark times. So, thanks for that, too.”

      “‘A thing of beauty is a joy for ever,’” Kyle said, nodding in understanding.

      “That sounds like a poem.”

      “John Keats,” Kyle agreed. “‘A thing of beauty is a joy for ever: its loveliness increases; it will never pass into nothingness; but still will keep a bower quiet for us, and a sleep full of sweet dreams, and health, and quiet breathing.’ Etc. Etc.” He smiled at her obvious surprise. “You think I’m uncultured?”

      She considered him. “No, but I never associated you with poetry. Wait a minute. When did Keats live?”

      “1795 to 1821.”

      She wagged a finger at him. “Nineteenth Century English Lit. Ty took that course in his freshman year, supposedly as a breadth course but really to meet women.”

      “Where did you think I met him? He was a finance major. I was in athletics.” He leaned across the table, determined to make her laugh. “We were the only two straight guys in that whole lecture hall. We owned that class, and we killed in our final presentation.”

      “Really?” There was a sparkle in her eyes again, which encouraged him.

      “Oh yeah. They were throwing panties at us for a month.” Kyle heaved a sigh, trying to make her laugh. “It was serious endurance training to make sure everyone got a turn in just eleven weeks. Big lecture hall and Ty did not keep up his end. He was studying.” He saluted her with his Scotch. “But I tried. I really tried.”

      Lauren leaned across the table, not smiling at all. “And how did I fit into that schedule?” she asked, a challenge in her eyes.

      Kyle sobered. “You ruined it,” he said with conviction. “It was my goal to stick with that plan for the duration, but you stole the spark.” Her surprise wasn’t the best response, but Kyle knew he deserved that. He’d cultivated a reputation and let others make their conclusions, but there was one thing he knew without doubt.

      It was why he’d taken on this errand.

      Maybe it was time to say it out loud.

      He drained his Scotch and set down the glass on the table, his gaze unswerving from hers. “Because after you, Lor, there could be no other contenders. That’s why this pisses me off so much. You’re the most admirable and beautiful woman I’ve ever known.”

      She opened her mouth to protest but he held up a finger to silence her. “I’m not shitting you. This is the truth. That night was the very best night of my life, and you were the very best thing to ever happen to me.”

      “But even after you knew who I was, you never got in touch.”

      “Because it couldn’t work. Not for more than the time we had, so the memory had to be defended.”

      She shook her head. “You don’t have to say this, Kyle...”

      “It’s not just talk,” he said with impatience. “There have been women, lots of them—I’m nothing if not persistent—but it’s never ever been like that night. Not even close. And I know it never will be.”

      “But...”

      He checked but his glass was still empty. “But I’m not good enough for you, and I know it, but this bastard had the best and just threw it away. For cheap thrills. That just isn’t right.”

      He stood up as she watched him, uncertainty in her eyes. “You need any help making Mark’s life miserable, you just let me know. That’s one thing I can do for you.” Before he could reconsider his offer, Kyle pulled out one of his cards, wrote his cell phone number on the back, and snapped it on the table in front of her. Lauren stared at it, as if it might bite.

      As if he was shitting her.

      As if everything he had said was a lie.

      That was the price of confessing your secrets to people. Kyle offered the truth and she didn’t even believe him. He had a noble impulse and followed it, but no one believed it. Not even Lauren.

      Especially Lauren.

      Kyle marched to the bartender in annoyance and paid the bill. When he turned to leave, Lauren was already gone.

      So was his card, but Kyle didn’t know whether that was a good thing or not.
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      Mr. Bernard considered himself to be one of the better doormen in Manhattan. He prided himself on understanding each and every one of the people living in what he called his building. He protected them. He defended them. He anticipated their needs and arranged matters for their convenience. He summoned taxis for them and stored parcels for them and managed the delivery of their groceries and dry cleaning. It was his conviction that a truly excellent doorman should never be taken by surprise by any request, but should have a solution to every possible conundrum at his fingertips. After thirty years in his trade, Mr. Bernard had hundreds, if not thousands, of contacts in Manhattan to facilitate the resolution of every imaginable challenge or situation.

      Even though he served every resident of the building, Mr. Bernard had his favorites. Ms. Lauren McKay was one of them. She was lovely, of course, but it was more than her classic looks that had won his admiration. He had an older man’s fondness for certain traits in a woman, characteristics that created an allure of a most potent kind. Ms. McKay was polite, which counted for a great deal in Mr. Bernard’s world. She always wished him good morning and good night, and thanked him for any small service, even pressing the elevator button for her. She was always neatly dressed and feminine. Not garish. Elegant. She didn’t use coarse words, stay out late, or come home drunk. She was a small business owner, too, which Mr. Bernard admired. He had gone around the block one day to see her hair salon and when she noticed him, she had insisted upon giving him a complementary trim. She was gracious.

      Yes, he liked Ms. McKay. He was well aware that she couldn’t have afforded her apartment, which was the smallest floor plan with a single bedroom, if not for the deposit made by her older brother, a Mr. Tyler McKay. Mr. Bernard approved of brothers who took care of their sisters and always gave Mr. McKay a warm welcome when he visited.

      Unfortunately, Mr. Bernard’s admiration did not extend to Ms. McKay’s husband of the past three years. Mark Thompson was handsome and well-dressed, and he had a good job apparently, but there was an air about him that Mr. Bernard disliked. Mr. Thompson didn’t act like a gentleman. He didn’t hold doors open for his wife. He didn’t fetch the groceries or the parcels that had been delivered. He often came home late, and he frequently was not sober. He expected the world to revolve around him and clearly believed that rules didn’t apply to him. Mr. Bernard was convinced that Ms. McKay deserved better.

      And so it was that when she returned home one Friday night, looking, it must be said, more fatigued than was usual, Mr. Bernard was quick to open the door for her. And when she asked for his help in the task of eradicating Mr. Thompson from her apartment immediately, Mr. Bernard was more than delighted to put his array of contacts and connections at her service.

      Within sixty minutes, the locks for Ms. McKay’s apartment had been changed and she had new keys. Further, everything Mr. Thompson had ever touched in that apartment had not just been removed but loaded into a cube van destined for a storage locker in a distant corner of New Jersey. Mr. Bernard was thrilled to be entrusted with possession of the key to that storage locker.

      Mr. Bernard made a suggestion that Ms. McKay stay at her brother’s apartment for the night and she agreed immediately. By the time she had packed a bag and called her brother, Mr. Bernard ensured that there was a cab waiting at the curb.

      To top it all with glory, she not only thanked him but kissed his cheek. It was enough to make his heart thunder with the conviction of a job well done. He’d ensured that all was right in his corner of the universe.

      Mr. Bernard stood at the door to the building, humming under his breath as he guarded the threshold. He tried to decide which of the anticipated events in the night ahead would give him the most pleasure and completely failed to choose a favorite.

      Denying Mr. Thompson access to the building would be satisfying. There might be fisticuffs. Mr. Bernard spent his spare time in the gym, so he was ready for that.

      Surrendering the note to Mr. Thompson from Ms. McKay, notifying him of their terminated relationship, could only be a pleasure.

      Entrusting Mr. Thompson with the current location of his worldly goods promised to be gratifying as well. Mr. Bernard knew, of course, that the couple did not possess a vehicle.

      Anticipation of all three in a single evening could only broaden Mr. Bernard’s smile.

      It was going to be a very fine night.
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        July 19—Manhattan

      

      

      A little more than three weeks after Kyle had given her the news, Lauren stood in Times Square, letting the city flow around her. For the better part of a month, she’d felt raw, but now she felt empty.

      Desolate.

      Lonely. Marriage had turned out to be an exercise in futility and she felt stupid for her optimism. It was bad enough to have wasted five years on a man who didn’t deserve her respect, and to have tied up her dreams with a husband who clearly didn’t share them, much less intend to fulfill them. It was a slice of hell to be alone and single again on a perfect summer evening in New York.

      But the worst part was that she felt like an idiot for believing in happily-ever-after in the first place.

      Weren’t dreams supposed to come true if you believed?

      Lauren couldn’t stay in the apartment. She didn’t want to eat alone in a restaurant. She didn’t want a date, a walk, a coffee, or a gossip with a girlfriend. She’d thought she might go to a movie alone but hadn’t been able to choose from the ones playing at the multiplex. She didn’t want to spend the money on a show, given that she might not really see it.

      She supposed it wasn’t an accident that she ended up standing across the square from the enormous poster of Kyle. Twenty stories high, he was more gorgeous than in real life. Lauren wouldn’t have believed it possible, but she’d checked on the billboard multiple times in the past few days, just to be sure. He looked like the perennial surfer boy, his hair tousled and his skin wet, a laugh just beginning to curve his lips. Honestly, she could see the twinkle in his eyes even from here.

      Get wet at F5F.

      Didn’t she wish.

      Lauren remembered the weight of those hands on her skin as if it had been yesterday, not more than twelve years ago.

      She thought again of the fury underlying Kyle’s words when he’d told her about Mark. She hadn’t believed that Kyle could be impassioned by much of anything. It seemed to be his personal policy not to care about anyone. She hadn’t thought he even remembered her much.

      She wouldn’t think of that day at F5F when he’d turned away, as if she was a stranger. How could recalling that instant still make her heart break?

      How could his recent confession be true? She’d replayed his words in her thoughts a thousand times since he’d spoken them.

      That night was the very best night of my life, and you were the very best thing to ever happen to me.

      She wanted to believe him, even though she knew better.

      She wanted to call him.

      Lauren knew what to expect. She knew what Kyle could give—and what he wouldn’t give. It would be sex. Good sex. Probably even great sex. But there wouldn’t be any romance. He wouldn’t engage emotionally. It wouldn’t be forever.

      It would only be for now.

      But the more she thought about it, the more she was convinced that might be enough.

      Lauren pulled out the business card that she’d worn to softness and turned it over. She didn’t really need to look at the number. She’d memorized it weeks ago. She liked the way Kyle wrote. Every stroke of the pen was filled with his confidence and vigor.

      She wanted some of that.

      She needed some of that.

      Lauren punched his number into her cellphone before she could change her mind, and her heart leaped when he answered.

      “Kyle here. What can I do for you?”

      “You didn’t look at who was calling,” Lauren accused and felt his shock when he recognized her voice.

      He recovered well, of course. Kyle always did. “No. I would have answered faster if I had, Lor. Where are you? It sounds noisy.”

      “Times Square.”

      “Oh.” It had to be the first time ever that she’d heard Kyle at a loss for words. Of course, he knew where the billboard was. He must have been in that marketing meeting at F5F. For all she knew, he’d suggested the location.

      He’d almost certainly suggested the slogan.

      Could he be embarrassed? It was an unlikely possibility.

      “I’ve just been thinking that sometimes one thing of beauty isn’t quite enough to provide joy forever,” she said, her voice husky. “I’ve just been thinking that another one would be good.”

      His voice dropped low and she wondered where he was. “You know I can’t give you what you want, Lor.”

      “I know that tonight you can give me what I need,” she replied. “I feel dead, Kyle. I hate it. I want to be alive again.”

      Again there was a pause, and she hoped he decided to do what she asked. She was gripping the phone too tightly, her heart in her mouth, but she didn’t care.

      “Your place?” he suggested and relief flowed through her.

      “No. Mark is circling like a dog, double-checking where he crapped.”

      Kyle laughed as if she’d surprised him. “Not my place. No one comes there.”

      “Maybe it’s time to change that,” she said, pushing him just a little. Her pulse was fluttering. “I’m taking a chance. How about you?”

      He didn’t think about it long, much to her relief. He immediately gave her an address on the west side. Hell’s Kitchen, probably. She’d bet it was that shiny new building south of the Javitz. “I’ll be there in twenty minutes,” he said, some of her own urgency in his tone. “And if you change your mind, Lor, it’s okay.”

      “I’m not going to change my mind,” she said. “I’ll be there.” She ended the call and looked up at the billboard, welcoming the flicker of excitement in her veins. Simmering. She hadn’t even seen Kyle yet, but she already felt herself coming back from the dead.

      She knew that was just a hint of what was to come during the night ahead. Lauren smiled for the first time in weeks as she stepped to the curb to flag down a cab.
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      Kyle stared at his phone for a moment, wondering if he’d imagined what had just happened. That Lauren had called him for sex was too good to be true. There had to be a catch.

      He wasn’t going to look too hard for it.

      Not until after.

      In fact, he was pretty sure she wouldn’t show up.

      That was the only reason he’d caved, of course. That night they’d had together had been perfect and there was no chance of a second encounter being even half as good. He knew that any follow-up would only lead to disappointment—all romance was doomed, after all—but it was Lauren. He couldn’t resist her, especially when she sounded so vulnerable.

      She needed a little reassurance. She’d called him for it, and he had to give it to her.

      Kyle was confident that she would have decided to back out by the time he got to his building.

      But he’d still get to see her again, however briefly, and that was a temptation he couldn’t deny.

      He turned off his phone—if she changed her mind, he didn’t want to know—and shoved it into his pocket. He’d just finished showering and changing after a hot yoga class when she’d called, and he couldn’t have felt better.

      Pumped and serene at the same time.

      Her request had filled him with anticipation.

      Kyle went to the office and grabbed his jacket. When he turned, Cassie was standing in his path. He winced when he realized why.

      It was the night of their weekly board meeting.

      “Where are you going?”

      “Out.” The less Kyle said, the better. He tried to change the subject by indicating her suit and heels. “Haven’t you given up on Ty yet? You’re never going to catch his eye now that he and Shannyn have moved into each other’s places.”

      Cassie shrugged. “It has nothing to do with Ty. I just like it.” She rolled her hips. “Dressing up makes me feel hot, and maybe that will catch someone else’s eye. It would be sad not to have a date for Ty’s wedding, don’t you think?”

      “Won’t bother me.” Kyle stepped past her, realizing that the chances of him seeing Tyler, coming into F5F on his way into the meeting as Kyle left the building, were high. And that wouldn’t be good. Kyle had promised Ty years ago to stay away from that man’s sisters and he kept his promises. His one night with Lauren was a secret they’d both kept from Ty, even though technically, it had happened before that promise had been made.

      Before he’d even known Lauren was Ty’s sister.

      Kyle had to hurry.

      “You’ll be back for the meeting, right?” Cassie asked.

      “No, I have to take a miss tonight.”

      “You never miss a board meeting.”

      “There has to be a first time for everything.”

      Cassie flung out her hand. “What could be more important?”

      Kyle grinned at her, holding a finger to his lips. “It’s a secret.”

      Cassie’s eyes narrowed. “It’s a woman, and one we won’t approve of,” she guessed, seeing through him better than Kyle had hoped. “Who is she?”

      “No one you know,” he lied, pivoted to leave, and ran right into Ty.

      “Big hurry,” that man said, looking Kyle up and down. As always, Ty was wearing an expensive suit and his tie was perfectly knotted. He could have stepped out of an ad for bespoke tailored suits.

      “Kyle’s bailing on the weekly meeting,” Cassie said.

      “That’s a first,” Ty acknowledged. “As much as you like everyone to believe you flit from here to there, you’re as responsible as me.”

      “Except when it comes to women,” Cassie noted and Tyler nodded.

      “Hey, there’s no need for that kind of talk,” Kyle teased and they both smiled. “You’ll tarnish my reputation if people think I’m responsible.” They all laughed together.

      “Is she worth it?” Ty asked.

      Kyle felt his neck heat. “Only one way to find out.”

      “We know her,” Cassie said as Kyle headed for the lobby and he could practically feel Ty watching him.

      “Thank God my sisters are all married,” Ty muttered. “Well, sort of,” he added, clearly thinking of Lauren’s situation.

      “We’ll figure it out,” Cassie warned Kyle.

      Kyle turned to face them. “And this is what friends are for?” he demanded. “Not ‘good luck’ or ‘I hope she’s the one’?”

      Cassie and Tyler laughed in unison. “There is no ‘one’ for you, Kyle,” Cassie said.

      “One and then the next one and then the next one,” Ty commented. “What about the board meeting?”

      “Have it without me,” Kyle said irritably. So much for slipping away unseen. Time was wasting, which was only giving Lauren more of it to change her mind.

      She might have left before he got home, and he’d lose even that glimpse of her.

      “But you’re the brilliant one,” Cassie protested. “You’ve told us so yourself.”

      “Indispensable,” Ty agreed.

      “A visionary,” Cassie said with a solemn nod.

      “For fuck’s sake, I have to go!” Kyle said with heat.

      “She is hot,” Ty said.

      “And it is for fuck’s sake,” Cassie agreed, giving him a fingertip wave. “Don’t do anything I wouldn’t do.”

      “Oh, I’m betting he will,” Ty said, then turned to Cassie. “Come on. We’ve got a lot to cover tonight. Jax has a list of the instructors who already have podcasts or blogs and want to be part of our new programming. She also made a list of potential hosts, drawn from the credentials of our instructors.”

      “I don’t actually need a lecture of the agenda,” Kyle complained.

      “Just want you to know what you’ll be missing,” Ty replied easily.

      “And Meesha wants to present options for our first feature couple,” Cassie added. “She wants to start with Thom and Annika, because she thinks that’s the first romance that got attention, then Kendra and Cameron.”

      “Then Shannyn and me?” Ty asked, his opinion of that obvious.

      Cassie nodded, then turned to Kyle again. “I know you’d have thoughts about that, seeing as you are the source of all good ideas, but too bad.”

      Kyle gritted his teeth. “I have to go!”

      Cassie gestured to Jax as if Kyle hadn’t spoken. “Shannyn has some sample shorts for us to review, Jax has a list of other candidates for video content, and Shannyn also has the usual batch of images for our social media.”

      “Busy meeting,” Ty said, glancing at Kyle. “Imagine all the opportunities you’ll miss to lift our game.”

      Cassie shook her head sadly, but her eyes were sparkling. “We might mess up without your brilliance and expertise.”

      Kyle had never felt so torn. He wanted to be a part of these new initiatives and he couldn’t stand the prospect of not making his contribution.

      On the other hand, Lauren.

      He wouldn’t have been conflicted over anyone else, and he wasn’t going to think too much about that.

      “Oh well,” Ty said. “Have fun.” He winked at Kyle then headed back toward the offices, Cassie beside him. They looked as if they fully expected him to follow.

      Kyle bit back a curse and strode out of the building instead. Everything was going wrong before it even started.

      A cab stopped right in front of him and a woman stepped out with her gym bag. Kyle recognized her from the self-defense class he’d taught the previous year. She paid the fare, and Kyle opened the door for her, unable to believe his luck. The cab was even headed west.

      She smiled, recognizing Kyle as well. “I’m guessing you need the cab, not that you’ve taken up work as a doorman.”

      “Got it in one. Thanks!” Kyle gave her his best smile and knew she appreciated it. She stood on the sidewalk staring after the cab as it pulled into the traffic.

      But he was thinking of Lauren. Would she have given up on him?

      Should he turn his phone back on?

      No. He’d wait until he got home, even if the suspense was nearly killing him.

      So much for the serenity from his yoga class.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      One more time, impulse had steered Lauren false.

      She stood in the lobby of Kyle’s building—it was the one in Hell’s Kitchen that she’d thought it must be—feeling dumb again. His building didn’t have a doorman. It was too modern for that. The lobby was colder than expected because it faced north. Even on a beautiful day like today, the concrete emanated a chill.

      That was how she rationalized it, but really, the cold shivers were coming from her gut.

      Kyle was going to stand her up.

      He’d forgotten about her.

      Again.

      She’d played the fool one more time.

      Some other woman had smiled at him and like a butterfly tempted by a closer flower, Kyle had been distracted and seduced. He was probably already between the woman’s thighs, peeling off her panties, whispering sweet nothings in her ear, making her moan...

      Just the way she had moaned.

      Lauren shook her head. She should forget the whole thing. She reached for the door to the street just as a cab stopped in front of the building. Her mouth went dry when Kyle flung himself out of the back seat and marched to the door. He looked agitated and virile—and so hot that her knees did that melting thing.

      She wasn’t cold anymore. She was flushing from head to toe.

      He was wearing a black T-shirt with the F5F logo and jeans that were tight in all the right places. There was no disguising the fact that he was perfectly toned. His eyes were as blue as sapphires and blazed as he looked up and down the street.

      Lauren realized he hadn’t noticed her yet because the glass was tinted. His lips were a taut line, as if he was annoyed. Did he think she’d break their date? It was kind of funny to see Kyle worried about anything and if he was worried about her...well, Lauren wasn’t going anywhere. He fished his keys out of his pocket, frowning, and marched to the door. He hauled it open then stopped in his tracks when he saw her waiting there.

      A smile dawned on his lips so slowly and perfectly that Lauren couldn’t do anything but smile back.

      And melt a little inside.

      “I thought you’d stood me up,” she said, keeping her tone teasing.

      “I thought you’d changed your mind,” he replied, stepping into the lobby with satisfaction. The space seemed much smaller and warmer then, cozy even now that Kyle was so close. She could smell his cologne, which was subtle and still had the power to make her toes curl. His gaze roved over her, so warm and appreciative that Lauren felt beautiful. Even if he did that to every woman, it worked perfectly.

      Maybe because of practice.

      Her heart was hammering like mad and she wasn’t sure she could manage a coherent sentence.

      Maybe they didn’t need to talk much.

      He lifted one hand to her cheek, his touch gentle. “You’ve lost weight.”

      “It hasn’t been a lot of fun these past weeks.” Lauren sighed. “I hate talking to lawyers.”

      “I can believe it.” His gaze searched hers. “Are you okay?”

      His concern dismissed the last of her reservations. “No. That’s why I’m here.”

      “Do you want to talk about it? If it’s too soon, Lor...” Kyle began and she knew what he was going to say.

      She touched her fingertips to his lips. She felt him catch his breath and her own heart skipped that she had any effect on him at all. “Don’t get all noble on me now,” she murmured, liking how he smiled. “I didn’t come for chivalry, and I didn’t come for conversation.”

      “Then what did you come for?” he asked, his tone revealing that he had no doubt.

      Lauren rubbed her fingertips over his mouth, watching their path as she leaned against him. He was hard and solid and so very welcome.

      But he waited.

      It was time to ask for what she wanted, and leave no doubt of it. “This,” she said, then slid her hand around the back of his neck. His hair prickled her fingers where it was cut short but she slid her hand up, where the hair was thicker and curled around her fingers. He watched her, not seeming to blink, his eyes so blue that she could have drowned in them. She smiled at him, then pulled his head down so his lips were close to hers. She studied him, seeing nothing but admiration in his eyes, then kissed him.

      She caught her breath when he locked his hands around her waist and pulled her hard against him. Never one to need a second invitation, Kyle slanted his mouth over hers and laid claim to her lips, kissing her as if there was no other woman in the world he wanted.

      Lauren didn’t care if it was a lie. She didn’t care if it was only true for now. She didn’t care what he did the next day or who he slept with next.

      There was this and there was now. She felt beautiful and desired for the first time in half of forever, and that was just perfect.
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      Kyle didn’t know how they got to his apartment. He didn’t remember opening the security door or getting in the elevator, much less unlocking his own door. He was only aware of Lauren’s soft lips and the sweet hunger of her kiss, the yearning that nearly flattened him because he could taste her wariness and her need. It was all mixed up together, that vulnerability and that hunger, and it shook him to his core.

      It could become an additive combination, given a chance.

      Kyle knew that she hadn’t been cherished nearly enough and he had to fight the tide of anger against Mark for treating her badly. He knew that this would be the only time she came to him, and he wanted to make it last all night. He knew that her demands would keep him from being able to do that. Her hands roved over him with increasing confidence and she pressed herself against him, even as her kiss became more demanding. She was going to eat him alive, and he didn’t care. By the time he broke their kiss to lock the door behind him, he could smell her arousal and that was feeding his own.

      It was good, good stuff.

      He wanted more.

      He wanted it all.

      He wanted Lauren.

      He turned around to find her silhouetted against the silvered view of the city beyond his windows. She peeled off her shirt and shook out her dark hair so it fell over her shoulders. He loved how her hair seemed to have a life of its own, how it shone and waved. Her bra was white lace and her skin was pale. She was thinner and the sight fed both his tenderness and his anger.

      That bastard had really hurt her.

      Kyle didn’t want to be next in that line.

      His mouth went dry when she met his gaze, her expression both shy and beguiling. When had he ever been with a woman who could look innocent and seductive at the same time? He ached for Lauren, yet also wanted to protect her.

      Even if it meant defending her from himself.

      “Are you sure?” he found himself asking, even as he clenched his hands to keep from touching her. She considered him for a long moment and he wondered how many of his secrets she saw.

      “Are you shy now?” she teased and stepped out of her jeans. “That would be a change.” He watched as she stripped for him, not too fast and not too slow, making it neither a tease nor a task. Did she know how beautiful she was? She was slender, her build athletic, but there was nothing boyish about her curves. He could have stared at her all day.

      As it was, he stepped toward her and took her hand, then spun her slightly so he could see her back. “You still have it!” He laughed at the sight of her tattoo. It was still the only one she had.

      “Of course, I still have it,” Lauren said, almost as flustered as when he’d first seen it. “Tattoos are forever.”

      “I always suspected it was a temporary one.”

      “You did not! It was new when you saw it, all red and puffy.”

      “Fortunately, that part was temporary. It’s healed well.” Kyle admired the cluster of holly, smiling at the unlikely choice of image, still unable to reconcile the idea of Lauren with a tramp stamp.

      “Amazing how that happens in twelve years.”

      “Good thing it’s not mistletoe,” he teased and she flushed scarlet.

      “Only you say that!” she said with a laugh.

      “No one else ever has?”

      “Only you.”

      “Imagine that. Is it still your favorite day of the year?”

      “I’m a Christmas baby. Of course, it is.”

      Kyle glanced down at her and their gazes clung once again, the heat that sizzled between them enough to make him catch his breath.

      “I’m sure,” she whispered, anticipating his question.

      “Good.” He didn’t make a move, for once in his life, but Lauren wasn’t shy. His heart jumped when her hands landed on his waist. She leaned against him and he inhaled deeply of the mix of her perfume and the scent of her skin. His hands fitted around her waist and he gripped her tightly, savoring how good she felt.

      “I don’t remember you being reluctant before. Don’t you want me?” she whispered, a hint of vulnerability in her tone that nearly destroyed him.

      “I don’t want to be your next mistake,” Kyle admitted.

      Lauren smiled. “You won’t be. I promise.” She bit her lip. “Unless you turn away and leave me feeling like I shouldn’t have come here. That’s the only thing that would make this a mistake. I feel stupid enough these days. Don’t add to that and we’ll be good.”

      The doubt was in her eyes again, a concern that she wasn’t attractive, and Kyle couldn’t stand that Mark had so destroyed her confidence. How could he have been married to Lauren and not made love to her every single day? It was an abomination that he’d taken that trashy blonde at F5F and ignored Lauren.

      But more important than the injustice was the damage. Kyle’s anger had no place in this encounter.

      “Deal.” He caught Lauren’s face in his hands and bent to kiss her slowly, making it last, trying to show her how much he wanted her. It took her only a moment to open her mouth to him and surrender completely. He felt her breasts crushed against his chest and her hips bumping against his. He felt her toe slide up his calf and smiled into their kiss. He slid his hand around to the small of her back, knowing that cluster of holly was right under his thumb. He stroked it and she purred, just a little, a sweet seductive sound that was exactly right. The scent of her became stronger, more enticing, and he wanted to touch her. He wound his fingers into the thick splendor of her hair, pulling her harder against his chest, sliding his tongue into her mouth. She made a little sound that was deliciously desperate, then wrapped one arm around his waist. When she dug her nails into his back, he thought he’d lose it completely.

      He had to ditch his clothes.

      He also had to lose the plan to seduce her slowly.

      Maybe next time.

      Kyle broke their kiss reluctantly, then ran his thumb over her swollen lips as he smiled down at her. “Don’t leave,” he said roughly and was rewarded by her smile.

      “I don’t think I can now.”

      He tugged off his T-shirt and cast it aside. When he reached for his buckle, her hands were there before his. She unfastened his belt and then his jeans, and his smile broadened when she looked down and blinked.

      “Still have doubts about my enthusiasm?” he teased, liking how she blushed just a little. Her eyes sparkled as she worked his jeans over his hips and she gave every indication of enjoying the view.

      “That’s more than I remembered.”

      “I’ll bet it still fits.”

      “I’ll bet it does.” Her eyes danced with welcome mischief. “Or maybe I should bet you that it doesn’t.”

      “You’re on,” Kyle said, ditching his briefs. He scooped Lauren up and carried her to the bedroom, more grateful for his housekeeper than usual. His place was pristine, the sheets changed, the dust banished and the fridge stocked with his weekly grocery order. Everything was perfect for a seduction.

      He stifled a shiver of dread. Usually, no one knew the state of his apartment except himself. He never brought women home.

      Lauren must have sensed something because she studied him for a moment when he put her on the bed. “You and my brother,” she teased. “The only two neat-freak men on the planet. No wonder you’re buddies.”

      Kyle didn’t want to talk about Ty, didn’t even want that
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