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Dedication


For AF, who inadvertantly started me on this whole journey.




Temptation







Chapter One


It was our fifth date, which I suppose is why Pete thought it would be okay to take my hand as we made our way across the crowded cobblestone street in search of his friends. Five meticulously planned dates, during which he’d upped his courting game each time. There was zero chemistry between us, but it seemed he hadn’t figured that out yet.
I knew this wasn’t going anywhere. Pete was my rebound. At 31, I was six months out of a long-term relationship that had broken my heart, and I needed someone safe and comforting. He was definitely that. I knew I’d have to break it off with him eventually, but I was still semi-enjoying the idea of him.
 It was a beautiful night; the sky clear and filled with stars – a rare sight in the city. We passed bar after bar on the popular Montreal downtown strip. Music blared from open doorways as people spilled out into the street, laughing, touching, kissing—lips and inhibitions loosened by drink. 
“There they are,” Pete said, pulling my hand while I resisted the urge to jerk it away. He led me to an outdoor table where I recognized three of the four guys sitting there, but the last one... him I’d never seen before.
He had a medium build, with dark curly hair. He stood when he saw me approach, like some throwback to the fifties when chivalry was alive and well. He was tall, over six feet, and he wore jeans and an old Led Zeppelin concert shirt. He squared his shoulders and I couldn’t help but notice the muscle ripple underneath that shirt. I walked towards him, pulled as if by some magnetic force. He had sea-green eyes… When they locked with mine, I knew I was in trouble. 
“Hey,” he said. “Matt.”
“Hi,” I said, putting out my hand. “Allie.”
He took my hand and everything inside me simultaneously froze and caught fire. He quickly let go and motioned to the empty chair behind me. We both sat, and he eyed me carefully. The ice vanished; I was pure fire. He had a small scar over his left eye, and I wanted nothing more than to reach over and touch it. Pete looked over with a smile, squeezed my knee and turned to chat with his friend, Dave. Shit.
“Allie,” Matt said. “That’s short for…”
“Allison, yes. But it’s been Allie for as long as I can remember.”
He glanced at my knee, where Pete’s hand still rested.
“Been seeing Pete long?” Matt asked, with a mischievous edge to his voice.
“No,” I said casually. “Fifth date, maybe?”
He nodded towards my knee and whispered, “Pretty handsy, no?”
I laughed, shifting position. Pete’s hand fell from my leg. I looked Matt straight in the eye.
“Better?”
Matt raised his eyebrows and tipped back his beer bottle, emptying the contents into his mouth. The heat burned through my body as he studied my face. 
“How’d you meet?” he asked.
“At a bar. Much like this one. With many of the same people. But you weren’t there.”
Matt smiled and was about to respond when we were interrupted by the waiter, bringing over drinks I hadn’t noticed Pete order. He handed me a glass and I smiled in thanks, taking a sip. Vodka and soda. Five dates and the guy couldn’t remember I drank gin and tonic. He turned back to Dave to resume his sports talk. I stared at my glass.
“Not your drink?” Matt asked.
“How’d you know?” I said, laughing.
“I’ve known Pete a long time.” 
“Wrong glass for the drink, too.”
“Are you a bartender?”
“Food critic. But you’re changing the subject. Why haven’t we met before?”
“Right. I just got back from six months abroad. On a work contract.” 
I nodded, heart racing as I stared into those green eyes. I couldn’t pull my gaze away. Finally, he tilted his head, raised his eyebrows, and smiled in a way that pierced me to the core. He had a gleam in his eye as he leaned in towards me.
“You two serious?” 
“Pete and I? No,” I said, wondering why I was revealing this to one of Pete’s friends. But I had lost any semblance of control over the conversation the moment I sat down at the table. I took a sip of my drink.
“Have you slept with him?”
“Excuse me?” I asked, almost spitting out my not-gin-and-tonic. 
“Complicates things if you have,” he mused aloud. “Well, it complicates them even more.”
“What makes you think you’ve even got a shot?” I asked, trying for an indignant tone.
He just looked at me. Every once in a while he rubbed the scar over his eye, the only evidence of self-consciousness he displayed. I wanted to touch it.
I looked over guiltily at Pete, still engrossed in conversation. He must’ve felt my glance because he reached over absently to rub my arm. I looked back at Matt.
“You felt it, too. When I took your hand,” he said.
“I felt it.”
He pulled his chair in a little closer, his leg brushing up against my thigh. I could smell him. Some familiar hair product with the faint hint of soap beneath it mixed with his own scent. I could barely swallow. I blushed. He tucked a stray lock of hair behind my ear, and I trembled slightly. There was no denying it. The chemistry was palpable.
“I slept with him,” I whispered, so quietly it was almost inaudible.
“Shit,” he said, a little too loudly.
“What’s the matter?” Pete asked, turning his attention to us. “Is there a problem?”
Matt just smiled at him.
“Don’t worry,” he said. “We’ll work it out.”
I cleared my throat, suddenly uncomfortable. How on earth did I get myself into this situation? I turned to Pete.
“Actually,” I said, “I’m not feeling that well. I’m a bit… warm.”
I heard Matt chuckle under his breath. Dave peered around Pete and gave us both a quizzical glance.
“Do you think you could take me home?” I asked. 
Pete looked back at his buddies with a moment of regret before turning back to me.
“Sure. Of course. Let’s go.”
He stood up and held out a hand to me. I pretended not to see it, as I bent down in search of my purse. I grabbed my bag, feeling the heat spread across my face, and stood up. I smiled at Pete and turned to say goodbye to his friends. As we started away, Matt called out, “Hey, Pete. Think I could get a ride?”
“Dude. Of course. Come on.”
I froze. How dare he? competed heavily with He wants me!, leaving me in a state of complete paralysis. Pete grabbed my hand and started walking, Matt following a few paces behind. I was numb but decided to let him hold my hand, being a little unsteady on my feet. I could feel Matt’s eyes boring holes through my back. 
When we got to the car, Matt came up beside me. 
“Want the front?” I asked him. 
“Don’t be silly. You take it. Girlfriend privileges.”
Pete grinned like an idiot and unlocked the doors. 
“This is a fifth date,” I said. “A little early for labels. But thanks for the seat.”
I slid into the car, determined to remain silent for the duration of the ride. As I strapped on my seatbelt, Pete pulled away from the curb and drove slowly down the busy street. He fiddled with the radio as he navigated his way towards the highway.
“Where you headed?” he asked Matt.
“Drop me at the apartment,” Matt said. “I’ll do some painting.”
I turned in my seat to face him. 
“The apartment?” I said, bewildered.
 “Yeah, I told you,” Pete said. “Matt is the third roommate I’m moving in with.”
I stared at Matt, mouth agape. He grinned, shrugged, and raised his eyebrows. Complicated, he mouthed. I turned back to face the front and closed my eyes. Resting my head against the back of my seat, it struck me.
“You’re Goldberg,” I said.
“At your service,” he replied.




Chapter Two


We drove in silence for a while, listening to some Top 40 station on the radio. Pete’s taste in music sucked. My mind raced, trying to make sense of all this information. Fuck. Maybe if they had just been acquaintances. But roommates? I’d gone low before, but never that low. 
“You can drop Allie first, if that’s easier,” Matt said, completely out of the blue. 
I knew exactly what he was thinking.
“Nah,” Pete answered.
A few minutes later, we pulled up outside a small, three-floor apartment building on a tree-lined street. It was very pretty, in a nice part of town. I understood why it took three of them to afford it. It put my one-bedroom on the busy corner of a shitty area to shame. 
“That’s ours,” Pete said, pointing towards the first-floor bay window. I smiled.
“Looks great,” I said. “When do you guys move in?”
“In two weeks,” Pete answered. “We want to finish stripping and painting first.”
Matt unstrapped his seat belt and opened the door. 
“Invite her in,” he said.
“Great idea!” Pete smiled and unstrapped his own seatbelt.
I looked at him for a moment, about to plead out with a headache, but I bit my tongue. Butterflies erupted in my stomach. This is a bad move, I thought to myself. But I figured I’d just stay a few minutes. No harm, no foul.  
I unhooked my own belt and opened the door. As I stepped onto the sidewalk, I tried to keep my eyes down, but I caught a quick glimpse of Matt’s triumphant grin. Suddenly, I grew dizzy. I put my hand out on the roof of the car to steady myself and felt Matt’s strong hand grip my elbow.
“You okay?” he asked, concerned. 
Pete was by his side in a flash, taking my other arm. Matt didn’t let go, and I took a moment to marvel at the different sensations I experienced, on my right and left side. The arm in Matt’s possession was on fire. The one in Pete’s was not. 
“I’m fine,” I insisted. “Just a headache. I told you. Let’s go in.”
Matt finally withdrew his hand, leaving me in Pete’s care. We climbed the few steps to the front door and entered the front hallway. It was old-fashioned, but clean and warm. There were a few upholstered chairs in the front lobby area, which was tiny with cream-coloured walls. Through that space was the hall that held two apartment doors and the staircase. There was no elevator. It was quiet compared to my building. 
Pete fiddled with the key while Matt leaned back against the wall, openly taking me in from head to toe. I tilted my head, giving him my best Are you fucking kidding me? stare. Then he smiled, and I couldn’t help but smile back. 
“Where do you live?” he asked.
“Not far,” I answered. 
I was determined to give nothing else away. This couldn’t go anywhere, and I wasn’t going to encourage him. Pete finally got the door open and I followed him into the apartment. Matt made a show of letting me go first. 
Pete took me around, showing me the living room, dining room, and kitchen. The space was well laid out, with each room flowing into the other. There was only a short hallway between the dining room and the kitchen, which contained three doors, leading to two bedrooms and a bathroom. Matt was setting up a ladder in the kitchen and opening paint cans.
“Aren’t there three of you?” I asked.
“Yes,” Pete answered. He pointed towards the first bedroom and said, “Mine.” He then pointed to the second bedroom and said, “Dave’s.” I craned my neck to get a glimpse of Matt in the kitchen. 
“What about him?” I asked.
Pete laughed, took me by the hand and led me into the kitchen. It was large, with enough space for a table and chairs. They’d already started painting the room a bright yellow.  A lazy boy chair was set up in the corner. 
“Don’t tell me you sleep there,” I said, mortified.
They both laughed. Matt put down the paint brush and opened a door off to the side of the room. I pushed past the ladder and peered in. It was an eight by eight-foot space with a tiny window up near the ceiling.
“You’re going to live in the pantry?” I asked.
“No, I’m going to sleep in the pantry,” Matt said. 
Pete laughed. “He doesn’t need a lot of space. He’s— “ 
Matt interrupted him. “…all alone. It’s plenty of room.”
He gave me that smile that made me blush. The headache was setting in for real now. I turned to find Pete looking at Matt with a quizzical expression on his face. I filed that away for later. 
“Can you take me home?” I asked him.
He broke his gaze from Matt and looked at me, giving me a salute. I suppressed the urge to roll my eyes. 
“Of course. Let’s go.”
I turned to leave and felt Matt’s hand on my arm. I turned quickly, anxious to break contact.
“Yes?” I said.
“I just wanted to say goodbye,” he said, smiling. “It was nice meeting you.”
Pete took my hand and led me out of the apartment. I was silent the entire drive home, while he rattled on about the upcoming football season. I had zero interest in sports. I had even less interest in Pete at this point. What the fuck was I going to do? Clearly, there was nothing I could do. I would break up with Pete and never see either of them again. Done. 
A part of me-a miniscule part of me-debated the whole breaking up with Pete thing. Yes, he was starting to make my skin crawl. But in two weeks, he was moving in with Matt. I knew it was wrong. It was asking for trouble. But sometimes a little trouble… No. I wasn’t going there. 
I was irrationally angry with myself, feeling like I’d missed out on the chance for the rebound relationship of a lifetime – hot guy, hot sex, no strings. After all the grieving I’d done for Josh, I deserved that much. No doubt Josh had had a string of women by this time. Not that he was that type. Oh, Josh.
I was so lost in thought I hadn’t even noticed Pete had pulled up outside my building and turned off the ignition. Panic gripped me. He went to open his door and I braced myself. It’s okay. He can walk you to the door. I unhooked my seat belt and opened the door before he could do it for me. It was meant to be chivalrous, but at this point, anything he did was bound to irritate me. 
We walked up the steps and stopped at the landing. He waited while I fished around in my purse for my keys. I pulled them out and looked up at him. He just stood there, waiting.
“Listen,” I said. “I’ve got a really bad headache.” 
Ironically enough, I was no longer lying. Still, he looked crushed.
“Okay,” he said. 
He turned to go, then turned back and leaned in for a kiss. The moment his lips touched mine I knew I couldn’t do it. I pulled back.
“My head, Pete…” I said. 
He nodded, turned, and went down the steps.




Chapter Three


I climbed the two flights of stairs to my apartment and worked the key in the lock. I opened the door, and Loki, my 70-lb black mutt, immediately came up to greet me. I knelt to pet her, looking around for her leash. 
“Want to go for a walk?” I asked. 
She ran in the opposite direction and jumped on the couch. Okay, I thought. My neighbour must have walked her earlier. I put down my bag. Unlike Pete, my apartment was small. But it was well thought out. The bedroom was immediately off to the left and a short hallway led to a bathroom. Then it opened into the living room, which had a door leading to the kitchen. All three rooms were large, given the size of the apartment. Plenty of room, I thought. After all, I’m all alone.
I walked into the kitchen and opened the cupboard over the sink, taking out a small wooden box, and carried it to the kitchen table. I’d inherited the table from my grandmother – meaning I took it from her apartment when she passed away. It was far from antique. Very Ikea-style and bought in the last ten years. But it suited my needs and she was great in the kitchen, so I figured it had good karma. 
I sat down, opened the box, and got to work rolling a joint. When I was done, I grabbed an ashtray and headed for the living room. 
The living room was oddly shaped, with no two walls of equal length. The couch was set against the back wall, along a row of windows. I had a smaller love seat on the right, with a coffee table accessible to both. Three of the walls were painted white, and the fourth a deep red. I’d been there two years and the apartment looked lived in – various prints hanging, trinkets on the mantle. I settled onto the couch and propped my feet up on the table as I lit my joint. I picked up the remote, twirled it in my fingers for a few minutes, then put it down.
I knew where he was. I knew he was alone. I could go back there. What would he do? What would even happen? He’d been pretty forward all night – what would he do if he had me alone… and willing? I slid down a little, running my hand up my thigh, remembering the fireworks and butterflies from earlier. I closed my eyes and I could smell him, feel the heat of his leg beside mine. 
What would he do if he opened the door and there I was? My hand rested above my lower belly, feeling the ache beneath my jeans. I undid the button and pulled down the zipper. 
He’d probably just stand there for a moment, in shock. Or would he be cocky, having known I’d come back? Both fantasies were equally tempting. I slid my hand into my underwear, feeling how ready I was, how close I was just thinking about him. My breath came quicker, and I put the joint down in the ashtray, sliding further down on the couch.
I’d reach out and touch the scar over his eye, and he’d pull me inside the apartment, needing nothing more in the way of invitation. Pushing me up against the wall, he’d reach behind me, take my hair, and twist it up behind my head as he leaned in for a kiss. And he’d know how to kiss. 
He’d break away, briefly, to look me in the eye and smile. Definitely cocky. Then he’d move back in again, kissing my mouth, my cheek, my neck, as he moved his way down. He’d take a step back, unwrapping my arms from his neck and looking me over from head to toe in that way that made me shiver. I arched my back.
He’d reach out and carefully unbutton each button on my shirt, so slowly it felt like I would scream. Pushing the shirt aside, he’d undo the clasp on my bra, between my breasts. He’d trail his fingers lightly across my skin. I could feel it tingle in his wake, the nerve endings firing under his touch.  He’d cup my breast, lean in, and… Waves washed over me as my orgasm swept through my body, forcing me to clutch the blanket on the couch next to me with my free hand. The sensation was so overpowering I didn’t want to stop, and I kept picturing him, rubbing my nipple with his thumb, leaning in to take it into his mouth… The second wave came over more violently than the first and I actually cried out, shocking both myself and the dog, who leapt off the couch and ran for the bedroom.
 I laughed, shook myself out of my reverie and picked up the joint. 




Chapter Four


I woke up the next day, still fully dressed on the couch, with total cotton mouth. Loki was whining by the door, so I rolled off the couch, grabbed my shoes and her leash and out we went. 
We walked out the front door and turned on to the quieter side street. I lived in a pretty seedy part of town, but the rent was cheap, and Loki was a good guard dog. It was still relatively early, before eleven o’clock, and the streets were quiet. As I watched Loki sniff the grass and traces of urine left behind by previous dogs, I thought about my behaviour the night before. My phone rang.
“Allie?” Pete said. “Just checking to make sure you’re okay.”
“I’m fine, Pete. Thanks,” I said. “Listen, I’m just walking the dog…”
“Yeah, sure, no problem,” he said. “Listen, I was wondering if you’d want to come help paint the apartment tonight. You don’t have to paint, maybe just keep me company. I’ll pick up a bottle of wine.”
I thought about it for a moment. I could use the opportunity to break up with him. Over a bottle of wine. It would be civilized. 
“Sure,” I said. “I’ll be there at 8.”
Loki and I rounded the corner and headed back up to the apartment. After a quick shower and some fresh clothing, I checked my reflection in the mirror. My hair fell just below my shoulders, the curls dragging, indicating it was time for a cut. I momentarily considered the brown locks, wondering if I should start colouring my hair. Maybe some highlights? I stepped back, taking in the full picture. Despite the recent lack of exercise and over-indulgence in junk food, the body was still looking good.
I looked at the time and ran out the front door to meet Lynn, my best friend and today’s lunch companion. As feared, she was sitting at a table on the terrace with an irate expression on her face.
“I’m so sorry,” I said, as I slid into the seat across from her. “I know I’m late. Traffic was horrible. But you can’t be mad at me. I’m paying for lunch.”
“Humph,” she replied, glaring at me, all stern-faced, before breaking into a smile. She shook her head. “It’s lucky you’re paying.”
I laughed and picked up the menu, looking around. It was a cute restaurant, brand new in the neighbourhood. The chef was from Chicago, relocating to Montreal after a messy divorce with his wife. The décor, even outdoors, was very masculine. Lots of wood and polished brass. Through the terrace doors I could see the bar, furnished much the same way. I looked back at Lynn, who was studying me quizzically. 
“Late night?” she asked. “How was it?”
I rolled my eyes and perused the menu. 
“Order at least two appetizers,” I said. “And two mains.”
“God, I love going out for lunch with you.”
The waiter came by and took our orders and our menus. He returned a few moments later with our drinks, and Lynn sat silently, waiting.
“So? What happened?” she asked.
“It was nothing. Really. I had a headache. Cut the night short.” 
“Thank the Lord,” she said. “I have no idea what you see in that guy. Eager like a puppy, bouncing around all over the place. What is it with him?”
“I don’t know. He’s what I thought I should want, I guess. Someone safe and eager to commit – the opposite of Josh. I know I have to break it off. I plan on doing it tonight. He invited me over to paint the new apartment.”
Lynn rolled her eyes.
“Well, there’s a tempting offer.”
I smiled, tracing my finger along my thigh under the table. I wondered how Matt got the scar. Childhood accident? Snowboarding as a teen? Though he didn’t look the snowboarding type. Thank god. Not that it mattered, even. Nothing could ever happen.
Shit. How did I get here? Maybe he got the scar in a fight. I resolved that if I did see him again, I’d ask. My fingers ached to touch it, to trace its line over the corner of his eyebrow. Lightly. Ever so lightly. Then he’d take my hand away, and holding it in his, kiss my fingertips – one by one. 
“ALLIE!” Lynn hissed. “Where are you?”
I looked at her, momentarily startled, my thumb still making small circles on my leg. I shook my head to clear it and laughed. 
“Off in the clouds, I guess,” I said.
“I want to know exactly what you were just thinking about. Spill it.”
As if sent by the angels themselves, the waiter appeared with our appetizers. He looked at the two of us, and at the amount of food he was carrying, and almost imperceptibly shrugged to himself. I laughed inwardly. The life of a food critic – everyone just thinking I’m a pig. 
I looked over the offering, picked up my fork and started sampling. 
“Don’t fill up,” I warned.
“You’re changing the subject.” 
“I was thinking about last night.”
“A night with Pete leads to daydreaming on an epic scale?” 
Lynn looked at me with her trademark skeptical expression. 
“Fine. Never mind. You’ll tell me when you’re ready. You always do. Fifteen years I’ve known you, nothing changes.”
We ate silently for a while, occasionally trading notes on a dish. 
“When’s the review due?” she asked.
“In the morning. And I was serious – don’t fill up. I hear they have excellent desserts.”
“God, I love going to lunch with you.”




Chapter Five


That night, I pulled on some old sweats and a T-shirt, tied my hair up in a ponytail and drove over to Pete’s new apartment. I figured it might be easier on him if I didn’t look hot when I broke it off.  
I rang his apartment and he buzzed me in. He had the biggest, goofiest grin on his face when he saw me. He opened the door wide and swept me into the apartment, planting a kiss on my mouth. 
“I’m so happy you came,” he said. 
I just smiled and followed him into the apartment, realizing I’d made a mistake. I should’ve done this over the phone. What if he had some big romantic evening planned? I scanned the rooms, looking for signs of a picnic basket or candles. Nothing. Okay.
He led me into the living room, which was covered in drop clothes and open paint cans. “You want to help, or do you want to watch?” he asked, grinning. 
“Listen, Pete…”
He grabbed a brush and crossed the room towards me in two strides. He placed the brush in my hands.
“I really think we should talk…”
“More painting, less talking.”
He got back to work. I sighed and lifted my hand to stare at the brush. I looked around and saw a ladder set up against the wall to reach the trim. Some things just take a woman’s touch. Or at least someone who can keep still for five minutes.
He paused his work to turn on some music and we painted in relative silence for a few moments. I was staring up at the ceiling, trying to figure out how to break the news to him, when the front door opened and Dave called out, “We got the beer!”
We?
“Shit,” Pete said. “I told you wine.”
“I got beer,” Dave said.
“Who the fuck drinks wine anyway?” Matt asked, entering the apartment. He stopped short when he saw me on the step ladder, and I simultaneously froze and lost my balance. I tried to steady myself against the wall, but it was covered in wet paint and as my hand slipped, I went backwards off the ladder. 
Matt bounded across the room and caught me just as I fell. Dave slowly put down the case of beer he was carrying while Pete stood there, paint brush in hand, looking like a complete idiot. I looked up at Matt, who was looking at me with worry in his eyes.
“You okay?” he asked.
I nodded slowly, and it felt like time stopped and everything around us melted away as I stood there, gathered up in his arms, staring into his eyes. My heart was beating so fast I couldn’t hear the conversation going on around me. Suddenly Pete was there beside Matt, looking at me and reaching out to take my hand. Matt squeezed me a little tighter before letting go, surrendering me to Pete’s
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