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		Chapter One

		There comes a time in every single woman’s life when the man who was once eh, not bad gets promoted to good enough.

		For Riley McKenna, that moment happened at age twenty-eight at a pretentious new French restaurant in the East Village with weird blue lighting, snooty servers, and entrées the size of a pack of gum. A pack of gum.

		Which was sort of par for the course in Riley’s dating world. Guys had quit taking her to comfortable places like McSorley’s or Patsy’s, with their big old pasta dishes, right about the time she’d gotten hired full-time by Stiletto magazine and traded in her hoodies for wrap dresses and platform shoes.

		But now was not the time to reminisce about Brooklyn Riley and the big food portions she’d once been served. She was Manhattan Riley.

		And Manhattan Riley dated guys like … what was his name?

		Steven. Right. Steven Moore. And to be totally fair, Steven Moore was truly, well … not bad.

		He was tall. Tall was good. In fact, Steven might be a tad too tall, if a girl was picky. But Riley didn’t have to worry about that now that she’d entered into a self-imposed quit-being-so-judgmental rehab program.

		And it was because Riley was done being critical that she could also overlook that his hairline was all wrong for his face shape. As well as the fact that his hair color was a boring, whatever shade of brown.

		After all, Steven’s eyes were just fine. Nicely shaped. Granted, he did tend to blink a little too long, but that didn’t bother Riley. Nope. The new easygoing Riley was just fine with that sort of thing.

		Too bad nobody was around to take notes on all this fine self-improvement and report back to Riley’s mother. Erin McKenna would have been thrilled to learn that all of her beggars-can’t-be-choosers mating lectures were paying off.

		Not that Riley was a beggar. Not even close.

		In fact, if one were to read New York’s society pages, which Riley did (religiously), one might even surmise that Riley McKenna was one of the most sought-after women in the city.

		Those kind of assumptions happened when your picture appeared with the caption “The country’s hottest sex expert.”

		Hot? Yes.

		Or at least she liked to think so when she was wearing her highest suede Alexander McQueen platform sandals and skinny jeans that looked like they would require margarine to remove.

		As for the sex-expert part …

		She was working on that.

		Steven ended whatever boring story she’d been struggling to fake interest in and excused himself to the restroom.

		Riley discreetly fished her cellphone out of her purse. It was bad form to be on her phone in a restaurant. Especially in a swanky place like this. But it served them right for serving her the pathetic morsel they’d dared to declare a chicken breast. It was a chicken nugget, at best.

		The first message was from her mom. How’s your date? Don’t do that thing.

		Riley scowled. What thing? Scratch that. She didn’t want to know. And she’d told her sister that teaching their mother to text was a catastrophically bad idea. But then, Meg didn’t have to worry about these types of texts from Erin McKenna, because her older sister was married. Meg must not have a thing.

		The next message was from Julie Greene, one of Riley’s best friends and a colleague at Stiletto.

		Having a late dinner with Mitchell’s parents tonight. Is my silk turquoise top too slutty?

		Mitchell’s parents were from Snobbytown, Connecticut. So everything was probably too slutty. But to be safe …

		Dunno. Ask Grace. Her middle name is Decorum.

		Julie wrote back immediately.

		Grace’s middle name is Elizabeth. And she’s on that weekend getaway with Jake. As much as she talked about that two-person jetted tub, I didn’t want to interrupt.

		Right. Riley had pushed Grace’s trip out of her mind to forget about the fact that both of her best friends were in blissfully happy relationships. Julie with a sexy Wall Street guy and Grace Brighton with the city’s sexiest male journalist.

		She typed out a quick response to Julie. Go with the black turtleneck. That way his mom can’t accuse you of luring Mitchell in with your boobs.

		Julie: Even though I did.

		Riley smiled, and after making sure Steven was still in the restroom—what the heck was he doing in there?—she went to the next and last message.

		Sam.

		Her stomach flipped, but Riley chalked this up to the Happy Meal–sized dinner. Because after ten very platonic years, there was absolutely no reason why a simple text message from Sam Compton should give her butterflies. No good reason anyway.

		Sam: I know it was you.

		She rolled her eyes. Typical Sam—vague and grumpy.

		Riley: Woah! Is the taciturn-caveman routine back in style? Because nobody told us womenfolk!

		Sam: The pamphlets in the glove box. I know you put them there. Probably last week when you tricked me into driving you and the girls to the outlet mall.

		She let out a little choked laugh. Oh, those pamphlets. She’d almost forgotten about that spur-of-the-moment stunt.

		Riley: I’m a sex columnist. It’s my responsibility to spread the word about safe sex.

		Sam: This had nothing to do with safe sex, and everything to do with you making sure I didn’t HAVE any sex.

		True, true. The man did know her well.

		Riley: Well then clearly Angelica didn’t read the pamphlets. It says VERY clearly that there are multiple treatment options.

		Sam: Her name is ANGELA, and she didn’t stick around long enough to read the pamphlets, and I DO NOT HAVE GENITAL WARTS.

		She snickered. Riley could just picture him angrily punching the keyboard on his touch screen while cursing her name.

		Admittedly, sticking the Dealing with Genital Warts pamphlets she’d swiped from the gyno’s office into his glove box had been a bit juvenile, but it meant he was alone tonight instead of feeling up Angelina.

		She couldn’t even bother to hide the grin.

		Gotta go, Sammy, she typed as Steven returned to the table. On a date.

		Riley dropped the phone back into her purse and beamed at Steven, feeling happier than she had all night.

		“Everything all right?” he asked politely.

		“Oh, sure,” she said with a wave of her hand. “Just an old friend needing some relationship advice.”

		“Well, they’re lucky to have a career relationship expert as a friend, then.”

		Riley gave a distant smile as she felt her purse vibrate slightly against her calf. It would be Sam again. Don’t pick up that phone. Do not pick up that phone.

		“You know, Steven, would you mind if I check this, just one last time,” she asked, already reaching for the phone. “It’s just he’s so—”

		“He?”

		Oops. Steven’s smile had slipped. Crap. She seemed to remember Grace writing an article about this once. No mentioning other guys early on in the dating process.

		“Just my brother’s best friend,” she hurried to explain. “We grew up together. Practically siblings.”

		They weren’t all lies. Sam really was best friends with her older brother, Liam. And she and Sam had grown up together, if you counted the late-teen years. And as for the siblings part …

		She glanced down at his message. A date with whom?

		Whom. Damn it. Didn’t he know that there was nothing sexier to a journalist than proper grammar?

		Steven. I think this one might be a keeper, she typed back.

		She waited. And waited some more, flashing an apologetic smile at an irritated-looking Steven. Come on, Sam. Get jealous. Just a little.

		Finally, Sam responded. Can’t wait to meet him. Have fun.

		And just like that, Riley deflated. She did this to herself every damn time, holding on to the hope that she and Sam would actually cross that line between bickering and flirting, curiosity and jealousy. Between friends and lovers.

		But it had been a decade. Sam had had a freaking decade to stake his claim on her.

		He hadn’t. He wouldn’t.

		No more waiting, Riley.

		She took a deep breath and switched her phone off altogether before giving her date a warm smile. Congratulations on your promotion, Steven Moore. You’ve just become Mr. Good Enough.

		She waited for a little thrill of anticipation to shiver down her spine.

		Nothing.

		Not that she’d been expecting it.

		Lucky for both of them, Steven’s personality was slightly more appealing to her than his looks. Slightly. Granted, he didn’t have Sam’s dry humor, or …

		Stop it. Sam Compton does not want you.

		The thought hurt. The thought had been hurting for years. But the man hadn’t once tried to move them out of the “squabbling sibling” zone they’d been in for more than a decade. And while Riley liked to consider herself bold in most areas of her life, she drew the line at going out on that limb with Sam all by her lonesome.

		Her pride had limits. So did her heart.

		Steven topped off her wineglass with the last of the rather excellent Chablis he’d ordered. She was more of a whisky girl herself, but fancy white wine did the trick too.

		“So you’re good with splitting crème brûlée?” he asked after his ten-minute perusal of the dessert menu.

		Good with crème brûlée? Yes. Splitting? Not so much.

		“Sounds perfect,” she said, giving him a steamy look.

		For a second, Steven looked just the slightest bit dazzled at her smile, and Riley stifled a sigh. Not because the attention wasn’t flattering. It was.

		It was also been-there-done-that.

		How many dates had she been on just like this one, with the hard-to-get reservations, and the mouse-sized servings, followed by let’s freaking split dessert? Dozens.

		Then again, this wasn’t just any date.

		This was the fifth date with the same guy.

		And every woman knew what that meant. Or at least, every woman who wrote about the dating process for a living knew what it meant.

		Hell, Riley wasn’t entirely sure that she or one of her friends hadn’t invented the rule somewhere along the way.

		That was one of the unexpected perks—or hazards, depending how you looked at it—of writing for the top-selling women’s magazine in the country: You got to write the rules.

		And as one of Stiletto’s primary relationship columnists, Riley had done a fair amount of writing about the fifth date.

		Or rather … the after-party of the fifth date.

		So yeah. Riley knew what tonight meant, and from the way Steven’s bland gaze kept dropping to her cleavage, so did he.

		Again, Riley waited for that tug of anticipation low in her belly.

		Again, nothing.

		She gave a mental shrug and took another sip of wine. It had been worth a shot. The night was young. Maybe Mr. Good Enough was just biding his time to light her fire.

		Although if that were the case, the man really should have ordered two desserts, because nothing lit Riley’s fire like food, and this uppity place hadn’t even offered a decent bread basket, just a weird little seeded-roll thing the size of a tangerine.

		A French restaurant with no French bread was a grand faux pas.

		Or was it faux pas grand?

		Whatever.

		Julie had written an article a couple of years back about how gorging oneself early on in the dating ritual was a Bad Idea. Something about bloating and gluttony and other prehistoric ladies-should-be-ladies nonsense. Julie Greene was a bit of a legend when it came to dating.

		But legend or not, Riley was pretty sure her best friend had gotten it wrong on this one. There was something utterly warped about changing one’s eating habits for a man. Any man.

		Maybe that’s why Julie’s engaged and you’re not.

		Stifling a sigh, Riley dug into the crème brûlée the server placed on the table between them. She took small bites. Not because she wanted to be dainty, but because it was freaking tiny, and she wanted to make it last.

		Luckily Steven either didn’t have much of a sweet tooth or figured that hers was bigger than his, because he politely set his own spoon aside after two bites.

		Good boy. Her hope for them just hitched up a notch. Sam would have been knocking her spoon out of the way to beat her to the brittle top, which everyone knew was the whole point of crème brûlée. A gentleman, Sam Compton was not.

		“So, Riley,” Steven said, watching as she cleaned out the last sugary bits from every cranny of the mini custard pan. “I’ve got to tell you, I’ve done my fair share of dating, but I’ve enjoyed these last couple of weeks with you more than I’ve enjoyed a woman in a long, long time.”

		What garbage.

		“Me too,” she said instead. Grace had warned her about this earlier. Something-something-something, don’t kick his balls and just be nice.

		It all sounded fishy to Riley, but Grace Brighton knew her shit.

		If Julie was the dating guru of Stiletto, Grace was the magazine’s Dalai Lama of relationships. There was a kind gentleness to Grace that even a wretched breakup with a cheating bastard hadn’t diminished.

		Not that Grace had remained single for long. In fact, she and Jake were probably doing some sort of nauseating just-for-two activity right this very second and actually enjoying it.

		Barf.

		Riley didn’t need any of that. Didn’t want it. She just wanted to stop feeling like …

		A fraud.

		Steven was still talking. “I’m not ready for this date to end. How about you?”

		Here it was. Tell him you don’t want it to end either. Ask if he wants to go back to your place for a nightcap.

		She curved up the corners of her mouth and lowered her eyelids in a way that usually had men panting a little bit. “You want to come back to my place?”

		Riley drew the line at using the word nightcap. This wasn’t 1954.

		“I’d like that, Riley. Very much.”

		Okay then. Even she knew what the husky voice and steamy look meant. His eyes skimmed her body, and his appreciative smile said he liked what he saw.

		She resisted the urge to smirk. He hadn’t even seen the good stuff yet. One didn’t write about sex for a living and not learn a thing or two about sexy lingerie.

		Words like nightcap may be passé, but the way Riley saw it, garter belts were always in style.

		She just wished the big moment wasn’t quite so … imminent.

		It was on the tip of her tongue to suggest they get another dessert … or hell, maybe just a repeat of the entire meal so that she’d actually feel full. But their server was already discreetly sliding the bill onto their table.

		To her surprise, Steven let her pay for half. She’d offered on previous dates, but he’d always kindly waved away her credit card with a comment about his mother uninviting him at Christmas if she found out that he’d let a woman pay.

		She was pleased to see he’d relaxed his stance. Riley was all for gentlemanly gestures on the first date or two, but there was a mighty fine line between chivalry and chauvinism.

		However, just when she was about to bump him up from Good Enough to just plain Good, he got, well … prissy.

		“Oh man, it’s raining,” Steven said, doing a fussy little dance to avoid a puddle outside the restaurant.

		Riley lifted an eye as she pulled her Kate Spade umbrella out of her purse and watched him pointlessly swipe at the water on his shoes.

		“These are Italian,” he whined, not noticing her less-than-enamored expression.

		Riley understood the reverence for Italian-made goods.

		But only as it pertained to food. Pasta, in particular.

		But men’s footwear? Not so much. Normally she tried to avoid double standards, but she had a lot less tolerance for shoe obsession in potential bedmates than she did in girlfriends.

		Carefully hiding her disdain, she went to the curb to watch for an available cab. Despite the common misperception that Manhattan had an unlimited supply of taxis, on rainy Friday nights in the Village this couldn’t be further from the truth. Riley’s fingers turned numb right before her hand lost feeling from being held in the air for a good five minutes.

		A quick glance revealed that Prince Charming was huddled beneath the restaurant awning with four other women.

		Seriously?

		Okay, so maybe a little machismo wouldn’t be so bad.

		In the back of her head, Riley heard Emma Sinclair discreetly clear her throat. Don’t do that. Do not go searching for reasons why he’s all wrong. Nobody’s perfect.

		Riley snorted.

		Like Emma was one to talk. Emma was every bit as single as Riley.

		Then again, Emma seemed quite happy with her status. Emma Sinclair, in all her unruffled southern belle glory, wasn’t in the midst of a rather epic dry spell like Riley.

		And maybe nobody was perfect. But sometimes it felt like there was a guy that was perfect for Riley. Only it wasn’t the guy currently hiding from the elements. It wasn’t her date.

		Finally a taxi deposited a group of girls in front of the restaurant, and Riley swooped in for the kill, smiling apologetically at the two men who’d made a move for the same cab.

		Sorry, boys. My delicate little flower needs to get his Italian shoes out of the rain.

		Steven hurried over and scooted her into the cab before sliding in and closing the door behind him.

		“West Fourth and Perry, please,” Riley told the cabdriver. It was at times like these that Riley was glad she’d snatched up the West Village apartment Julie had left behind when she’d moved in with Mitchell. Riley still considered herself a Brooklyn girl, born and raised, but there were times when a Manhattan address was priceless.

		Rainy booty-call nights were definitely one of those times. At least she was pretty sure. One would have to have actually had a booty call to be positive.

		Although with each passing second, Riley’s determination to give Steven Moore a front-row seat to her garter belt was fading.

		Particularly since he was still fussing with the shoes.

		“They’re ruined,” he muttered.

		All right. Enough of this.

		“So, on a scale of getting laid off, to, say … getting a terminal illness, where would you say the ruination of Italian leather falls?” she asked sweetly.

		Steven stared at her in surprise, and then, to her relief, he gave a sheepish laugh. “I’m being a baby, huh?”

		Oh no. Much worse than any baby I’ve ever known.

		“A little,” she agreed. “But I get it. I’m pretty attached to some of my shoes too.”

		“I’ll tell ya what. If you agree to forget about my prissy moment there, I’ll make it up to you later?”

		Uh-oh.

		Steven Moore was putting on the moves, and they weren’t good. He’d unsubtly moved closer to her in the cab, and his hand was on the back of her neck in what could have been a seductive massage if his hands weren’t freezing and his grip wasn’t pinching.

		Riley wanted nothing more than to suggest that this nice but thoroughly not-for-her man might prefer to spend the rest of the evening at home saying a eulogy for his shoes.

		Alone.

		But then she remembered the ramifications of that particular suggestion.

		It would also mean Riley would be home alone. Again.

		“You know that this is every man’s fantasy?” he said, his tongue finding her ear.

		She closed her eyes and ordered herself to not pull away. It’s supposed to feel good, Riley.

		Her heart was starting to pound. And not in the impending-sexy-times kind of way.

		Riley’s hand found his knee and squeezed. Hard. “Steven, it’s my turn to be prissy. Do you mind if we get back to my place, before … um … I just feel kind of gross from the rain, you know?”

		He pulled back. “You don’t look gross. But sure, no problem. I know that mood’s important.” Steven gave her an understanding look and gently tucked a strand of hair behind her ear.

		Riley gave him a smile—the first genuine one of the night. Well, whaddya know. Her mother and friends had been right. Maybe she was too quick to write men off. Maybe they just needed a little gentle nudging to keep them from being complete tools.

		She took a deep breath and tried to think sexy thoughts. She’d written an article about this just a few months ago: “Sixteen Sexy Mental Tricks to Rev Your Lady Libido.”

		Now, if she could only remember them.

		Just one of them …

		Come on, now, any one would do …

		“My friends are all taking bets on this, you know.”

		“Hmm?” Riley asked, still trying to summon Lady Libido.

		“They didn’t believe me when I told them that Riley McKenna had agreed to go out with me, but here we are on date number five.”

		“Uh-huh.” Honestly, how was she supposed to get to her sexy place when the man wouldn’t shut up?

		“Are you looking for research material for your next article? If you are, is there anything special you want from me? I mean, I know you’re the expert, but I’ve never gotten any complaints …”

		Stop. Talking. “I never mix business and pleasure,” she said, giving him her old standby line to go with her standby wink.

		“Of course,” he said. “But I wouldn’t mind, if, you know …”

		“No, I actually don’t know,” she said, saying a mental goodbye to Lady Libido. Not that she’d been likely to show up. She never had before.

		“I read last month’s article,” Steven whispered, with a quick glance at the driver.

		Please. Like a cabdriver gave a crap whether his passenger had snuck a peek at a women’s magazine.

		“Last month’s article … the BDSM one?”

		She wrote a BDSM article about once a year, which was about how often it came up as “the next naughty thing everyone but you is trying.”

		It wasn’t that she wasn’t intrigued, it was just that when you spent most of your time trying to figure out whether the correct spelling was blindfold or blind-fold, it sort of took some of the titillation out of the whole concept.

		“I never thought it’d be my thing,” Steven was yammering, “but I’ll try anything once. Especially if you show me the ropes. Pun intended.”

		Good one.

		Steven was shifting his weight, leaning into her so that he could pull something out of his back pocket.

		Riley stared in horror at the shiny object in his hand before looking up at his eh-not-bad face. “Handcuffs?”

		“Portable ones.”

		Was there any other kind?

		“I know you probably have your own, but—”

		Riley held up a finger to stop him. “What part of me not mixing business with pleasure went over your head? Just because I write about something for my job doesn’t mean I want it in my personal life.”

		Steven pulled back. “Is this part of the routine? Acting like you don’t want it?”

		“No!”

		He grinned. “Whew. For a second I thought the legendary Riley McKenna was a bit frigid.”

		There it was. Her breaking point.

		She may not have known how this all worked, but she did know it wasn’t supposed to be like this. Why did it always end this way? Just once she wanted to be treated like a woman instead of some sort of novelty lay.

		Riley’s Irish temper officially snapped.

		“Get out.”

		Steven frowned in confusion. “We’re there?”

		“No, we’re stuck in traffic. But get out.”

		“What are you talking about?”

		“Is this why you asked me out? Because you wanted to see if I lived up to my articles?”

		“Oh, come on. It wasn’t just about that,” he said, holding out a placating hand. She slapped it away. “You know you’re hot.”

		She continued to stare at him, and he relented. “Okay, and it’s a little bit like bedding a Bond girl, you know? Bragging rights, baby.”

		“No, I don’t know. I’m not your Bond girl,” she snapped, trying to push him closer to the door and out of her cab. “And I’m definitely not your baby.”

		“Jesus, what’s your deal?”

		The guy looked confused, and somehow that just made it all worse. He genuinely had no clue that beneath the sex expert lay Riley McKenna the person. Or maybe he did know, and he didn’t care.

		She couldn’t even get that mad at him. After all, she wasn’t exactly dying to know the person beneath the boring brown hair and ugly Italian shoes either.

		“Christ, if you treat all guys this way, I don’t know how you get any material for your slutty articles.”

		Maybe she could get a little mad at him. Still, she refused to let her expression change. No way was she letting him know he’d hit her weak spot. She hadn’t revealed it to anybody, and she wasn’t going to start with a too-tall douche bag.

		The taxi driver had figured out there was no budding romance in the backseat and had pulled over despite the traffic having started to move again.

		“Out,” she said again.

		“This is nuts,” he muttered. “This was supposed to be an easy lay, and instead I’m getting dumped in the middle of a rainstorm.”

		Easy lay, my ass.

		“Careful with your shoes!” she called as he slid into the wet night.

		She saw his middle finger raised seconds before the door slammed.

		Riley sucked in a breath. Mr. Good Enough just became Mr. Good for Nothing.

		The cab resumed its slow crawl home, and Riley stared unseeingly out the blurry window, feeling nothing and everything all at once.

		Anger. Regret. Confusion.

		She’d done it again. She’d royally screwed up a chance to actually experience what it was she wrote about.

		But he hadn’t been the right one.

		Because with the right one, she wouldn’t be scared. With the right one, she knew she wouldn’t need to hide the truth.

		And the truth was a whopper.

		There was a running joke at the Stiletto office that Riley’s sexual partners outnumbered the New York City pigeon population.

		But the truth was far worse.

		The truth was, she could count her sexual encounters on one hand.

		On one thumb, actually.

		Because Riley McKenna, sex expert extraordinaire, was exactly one tepid, beer-fueled college encounter away from being a virgin.

		But that wasn’t even the real problem, she thought as she pulled out her cellphone and turned it on. The problem was that the reason for her near-virgin status came down to one very sexy, very off-limits Sam Compton.

		The only man she’d ever wanted. And the one man in New York City who didn’t want into her pants.

		She glanced down at her phone. Nothing from Sam, but there was one more from her mother. You did that THING, didn’t you?

		Riley rammed her head against the headrest. You know, Mom? I think I did.

	
		Chapter Two

		For most New Yorkers, the chance to escape upstate was a welcome breath of fresh air. A chance to get away from the fast pace and frenetic energy of the city.

		For Sam Compton, going upstate meant old cigarette smoke, stale crackers, and nonstop guilt trips.

		He’d rather be anywhere else. Hell, driving Riley and her friends to the freaking outlet mall had been better than this, and that included a high-pitched debate on the advantages of waxing over shaving.

		The view in the rearview mirror had been worth it though. Riley had been wearing this purple dress that kept climbing up her thighs …

		Knock it off. She was on a date last night. With a guy she actually liked.

		Who also happened to be a guy Sam would like to punch, but that was pretty much par for the course when it came to his feelings on Riley’s men. He’d learned over the years to deal with it.

		His mother let out a rough smoker’s cough, drawing Sam’s attention back to the family obligation at hand.

		He made the trip every couple of months or so, and depending on his mother’s mood—and sobriety level—that was either too much or not nearly enough to make her happy.

		His mother always seemed to want the opposite of whatever it was Sam was currently doing.

		“I guess you can just set it on the shelf over there,” Helena Compton groused. “Don’t know why you brought it. You know I only drink gin and beer.”

		Sam’s fingers tightened briefly on the bottle of whisky he’d brought with him, carefully nestled on the front seat of his truck all the way from Brooklyn. His whisky, from his first batch, from the distillery he’d created from nothing.

		Granted, it wasn’t his first bottle. He wouldn’t waste that honor on her. But somehow he’d thought that maybe, beneath all the bitterness, she’d want a little piece of what Sam had been pouring his heart—and savings—into for the previous two years. So he’d brought her one of the special first bottles, complete with the label he’d designed himself and had carefully applied just that morning.

		He shouldn’t have bothered. Giving even a little bit of himself to his mother had always been a mistake.

		“I know you like gin, Mom,” he said tersely as he set the bottle on a small beat-up bookshelf that served as her and her boyfriend’s home bar. “But Carl likes whisky, so I thought—”

		“Carl likes Johnny Walker, not that overpriced, local organic shit.”

		“It’s not organic,” he ground out. “And it’s not overpriced considering I brought it as a gift.”

		Actually, none of his whisky was overpriced. It wasn’t priced at all. But he wasn’t about to tell his mom that he wasn’t making money from ROON Distillery. Yet.

		Cashing in his 401(k) in order to open a distillery had given his old financial advisor a heart attack, but so far it had been worth it every single morning when Sam woke up and realized he didn’t have to put on the dreaded suit and tie and do the dog-and-pony dance in an office that he hated.

		But his savings would only last him so long.

		It was time to shit or get off the pot. Soon.

		He’d deal with that later.

		Sam took a deep breath, only to regret it when the smell of cigarette smoke singed his nostrils. You’d think a childhood’s worth of inhaling the stuff secondhand would have made him immune, but to him the scent was still reminiscent of yelling and disappointment.

		“Where is Carl?” he asked, sitting carefully on the edge of a cracked-leather sofa.

		“Working,” his mother snapped. “Some people have to do that, you know.”

		Some people didn’t include her, though. Sam seemed to remember her getting unemployment checks in the mail more often than she ever got a paycheck. Or alimony from one of her—count ’em—six ex-husbands. Carl at least had had the good sense not to marry her, but Helena had been so desperate to get out of their crumbling house in Brooklyn that she’d jumped at the chance to move upstate even without a cheap wedding ring on her finger.

		And it was better for Sam too. Increased distance between him and his mother could only be a good thing.

		“Where’s Carl working, still at that bar and grill up the road?”

		“It’s not a bar and grill, Sam, it’s a just a bar. A shitty, run-down dive bar. He hates it, but he doesn’t have the luxury to up and quit and follow some piss-in-the-river dreams.”

		Piss-in-the-river? That was a new one.

		She was always coming up with weird sayings that weren’t actual sayings, but they all pretty much conveyed the same sentiment: Only a loser would quit a promising career as an investment banker to start a distillery in a warehouse in Brooklyn.

		The hell of it was, she’d hated it when he was an investment banker. He’d made the mistake of wearing a suit when he dropped by with her birthday gift four years earlier, and she’d accused him of being a yuppie poser.

		Best as Sam could tell, she just didn’t want him to be happy.

		But too bad for her, because he was the closest he’d been in years.

		In his professional life anyway. On the personal front …

		“Heard from Hannah lately?” she asked, pushing herself out of her recliner and finding a half-empty bottle of Beefeater’s on the shelf. At fifty, she was still pretty. That baffled him. Sure, there were some telltale lines around her mouth from the frowning and the smoking, but otherwise, for a woman who’d thrown away her life to laziness and alcohol and bad men, she was still inexplicably lovely. Granted, her clothes weren’t high-fashion, and they were too young for her age, but her hair was still thick and blond, her eyes still wide and blue, and she’d managed to avoid any middle-aged weight gain.

		He watched her, not saying anything about her having unnecessarily shoved his own whisky out of the way to get to her gin. And he certainly didn’t bother mentioning that it wasn’t even two in the afternoon. It’d be a waste of breath.

		Sam pushed his fingers into his eyes, wondering, as he always did, why he bothered coming here at all. “No, I haven’t heard from my ex-wife, Mom. I haven’t heard from her since we signed the papers and very amicably parted ways six years ago.”

		But thanks for bringing it up.

		Although that wasn’t even fair. Hearing Hannah’s name didn’t cause so much as a pang. The shitty part of it was, not only could Sam not remember why they’d gotten divorced, he couldn’t even remember why they’d gotten married in the first place. And he wasn’t even sure either reason mattered. He and Hannah had been wrong for each other from the very first minute, and by the end, they’d both known it.

		Helena sniffed. “You can’t blame her for leaving you. If you were half as inattentive a husband as you are a son—”

		Sam flopped back onto the couch. “Let’s have it, Mom. Just get it alllll out now. I’m listening.”

		She angrily twisted the cap off a bottle of tonic. There was no fizzing noise, and certainly no ice, but she didn’t seem to care or notice as she dumped a splash into her glass. “All I’m saying is that it would be nice to see you once in a while.”

		“Because you seem so happy I’m here.”

		She returned to her recliner and studied him, and not for the first time he wondered why she disliked her only son so much. He’d like to think it was resentment over his father’s having knocked her up and disappeared. Getting stuck with a kid she didn’t want might turn even a nice woman a little bitter, and Helena Compton wasn’t a nice woman.

		But blaming a man he’d never met seemed like a cop-out, and after a childhood of watching his mother blame every other person for her situation, Sam was big on responsibility for one’s lot in life.

		Which meant his mother’s dislike of him was his failing.

		But on days like today, he just couldn’t seem to care.

		“So, you seeing anyone else?” she asked after several minutes of silence.

		Sam sat up with a sigh, reaching out a hand to fiddle with the remote on the coffee table. Small talk. He could do this. “I was. Angela. Didn’t work out.”

		“How come?”

		Because a certain black-haired, blue-eyed bombshell sabotaged it by putting genital-wart pamphlets into my glove box, which Angela found when she was looking for a napkin.

		“Just didn’t work out,” he snapped.

		“Why?”

		Really? The woman had six failed marriages under her belt, and she didn’t understand that sometimes—most of the time—relationships didn’t work.

		She jabbed her cigarette in his direction. “I bet this Angela figured it out.”

		Don’t bring up Riley. Don’t bring up Riley.

		“Figured what out?” he asked tersely.

		“That you’re hung up on that McKenna whore.”

		Sam froze even though he’d been ready for it. His mother knew his one weak spot and never ever failed to exploit it. His fingers clenched hard on the TV remote he’d been fiddling with. “Don’t. Don’t you dare.”

		His mother sniffed and took a sip of her drink. “Riley was a nice-enough girl once, but she writes trash, Sam. One doesn’t get that kind of sexual experience without plenty of leg spreading.”

		Sam saw red. “She could be the biggest name in porn, and I wouldn’t let you talk about Riley that way.”

		Helena gave a mean little smile. “Like I said. Hung up on her.”

		Sam was on his feet and across the room in a second, pulling on his jacket. “I’ve told you a thousand times, I won’t discuss Riley with you.”

		“Right, right, I always forget that we Comptons aren’t fit to breathe her name.”

		Sam paused only briefly. “You know, Mom, for once I think we agree on something.”

		He let the door slam behind him.

	
		Chapter Three

		“Men are dogs. We already knew this, Ri.”

		Riley stuffed a pig in a blanket into her mouth and chewed furiously as she glared at Grace Brighton. “Says the woman dating a man who looks like Hugh Jackman.”

		Hugh’s doppelgänger chose that moment to return with drink refills.

		“And he brings me my Manhattans,” Riley said, eagerly accepting the cocktail. “Clearly not all men are bad, just the ones who want to set up shop up in here.” Riley gestured toward the vicinity of her lady bits.

		“Super classy, Ri,” Grace said, taking a sip of her own drink.

		Riley shrugged. She’d always put class in the nice-to-have category. There were some women who had it in spades. Take Grace, whose classic good looks were the kind people put on stamps and shit, all mahogany hair and perfectly even features.

		But Riley? While no slouch in the looks department when she took the time to curl her hair and do the eyeliner thing, she knew she had more of the uh-oh-that-one’s-trouble look going on.

		She knew the words siren and sex kitten got thrown around whenever she bothered to get dolled up, and Riley didn’t mind a bit. It was a lot easier to convince people you were a sex expert when you looked the part. A tight dress could hide a lot. Like, say, the fact that you’d gone most of your life without anyone seeing what was under the dress.

		Jake, Grace’s ridiculously good-looking boyfriend, was watching Riley in amusement as she took a bracing gulp of her Manhattan. “Does your father know that you drink bourbon instead of Bushmills? Isn’t that some sort of crime against your kin?”

		“I don’t advertise that little fact at family dinners, no. But for the record, my love for Basil Hayden’s would be nothing if he ever heard you say the word Bushmills to his face.”

		Jake’s eyebrows went up. “Your dad doesn’t like Irish whisky?”

		“Oh, he does. But we’re Catholic, which puts us solidly in the Jameson camp.” She patted his forearm reassuringly. “Don’t fret about the mistake. It was too much to ask that you be brilliant and beautiful.”

		Actually, Jake Malone was both, but Grace would kill her if she pumped up his already inflated ego.

		His brow furrowed. “Wait, so you’re telling me he bases his liquor preferences on—”

		A hand slid up between their faces, effectively ending the conversation. “Guess what?” Grace said pleasantly. “That’s boring. Also, I want to get the scoop on Riley’s date on Friday, not hear about ancient Irish feuds and Riley’s penchant for Tennessee whisky.”

		“Kentucky,” Riley corrected.

		Grace pointed to her own straight face. “See this? Uninterested.” She turned her finger to point at Riley’s face. “And that? That is avoiding.”

		“Steven Moore was a turd,” Riley said with a shrug. “What more is there to talk about?”

		Sam. We

		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
	
		
			For my girlfriends.

			All of them.

			For everything.
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