

Chapter Nine

Washington has been remarkably scandal-free these days. Not for much longer . . .

—Capital Confessions blog

Jackie

The next morning I woke to the memory of Will’s mouth on me, of those magic lips. I was turned on, and craving more, and wondering how my life had gotten so complicated.

I dressed quickly, throwing my hair in a messy bun and putting the barest amount of makeup on. I’d planned on working from home for most of the day, but after last night I had one stop to make first.

I took the Metro to the Capital Confessions offices, not bothering to wait for an invite to enter before I barged into the editor’s office.

“Who do you have feeding you information on William Clayton?”

My editor, Sean, stared up from his desk, an annoyed expression on his face. “Hi Jackie. How are you? Are you here to turn in your post that’s three fucking days late?”

I grimaced. Shit. With everything going on these past few days, I’d completely forgotten. “I don’t have anything.”

“This is D.C. Are you seriously telling me you couldn’t get any dirt for me? A sex scandal? Fraud? Misuse of government resources? Nothing? What have you been doing these past few days?”

Will Clayton.

“I don’t know, Sean. My internship at Price has kept me busy. And now I’m working on the Clayton campaign, and someone’s leaking information about him. I need to know who it is.”

Sean’s eyes narrowed. “Why?”

Because I liked Will more than I should and the last thing I wanted was for him to get raked across the coals on Capital Confessions. And the second to last thing I wanted was for him to realize I was their best blogger. My secret life had the potential to colossally fuck up my personal and professional life.

“Because it’s messy having someone in his camp when I’m there. I can’t afford to screw up my position at Price, and I could if they start getting suspicious about where the leak is coming from.”

Sean groaned. “He’s twenty-six, rich, and he looks like an underwear model. You know he has a piece on the side or some skeletons in his closet. No way I’m missing the chance to dig deeper on this one. Not even for you, gorgeous.”

My heart nearly stopped. He did have a piece on the side—he had me.

“Who’s your source?”

“Come on. You know better than that. Do I ask you to reveal your sources? You know the rules.”

“Fine. Then give me the Clayton campaign.”

“I thought the whole point was that you wanted nothing to do with it.”

The whole point was that I didn’t want to be any part of a smear campaign against Will, no matter how peripherally. If he ever found out about me working for Capital Confessions, he was going to be seriously pissed. At least this way I could control the flow of information.

Up until this point nothing really bad had been written about him. The seriously fine comment was a pain in the ass, but in the grand scheme of life it could be so much worse. Like screwing-the-illegitimate-daughter-of-one-of-the-country’s-most-esteemed-senators worse. Damage control became a necessity.

“I don’t need your source mucking it up. If you want in on the Clayton campaign, then I’m your connection. Take it or leave it.”

I’d been working at Capital Confessions since my senior year of high school. Back then it had been nothing—me, Sean, and a few other freelancers. At first he’d been skeptical about hiring an eighteen-year-old girl, but I’d convinced him he had nothing to lose. A week later the stories started coming in, and he never looked back.

It wasn’t my dream job. At eighteen it had been a chance to make some money when my mother forgot to pay the rent, or broke up with whatever “boyfriend” was paying for our current apartment. And then it became my ticket to help pay for college.

The blog expanded, and we started taking private projects on the side, digging up dirt on campaigns. Everything I did was anonymous. My pen name kept my two lives from blurring and kept me from incurring the wrath of some of D.C.’s biggest power players. The money was great, and it wasn’t like I was hooking or anything, just exposing people’s sins. But I didn’t ever want Will to know about any of this. I doubted someone like him would understand the things someone like me did to survive.

“Fine. But get me something good. And turn in your fucking post.”

I nodded, heading for the door. Sean was cranky and irritable on his best days, and I’d just gotten what I wanted. No point in poking the beast.

Will

“Are we going to talk about it?”

I looked up from my lunch, wishing I didn’t feel like I was about to get a scolding in the principal’s office. Mitch and I were at the Blue Duck, allegedly talking campaign strategy. I was beginning to think I was here for a completely different reason.

“Talk about what?”

Mitch shot me his no-nonsense look. “Have you had sex with her yet?”

I choked on my sandwich. “Jesus. Are we seriously having this conversation?”

“I told you from the beginning. I’m your campaign manager, priest, fucking wife. I have to know everything.”

“You don’t have to know that. I’m not talking about my sex life.”

“It’s going to affect the campaign.”

I knew it might. I’d figured that out somewhere between making out with her in the break room and going down on her on my desk. I just . . . didn’t care? Didn’t care enough? I was hooked and I didn’t see a chance of me walking away.

“I won’t let it.”

Mitch shook his head, a snort escaping. “Please. Do you even know how ridiculous that sounds? Do you have any idea how many candidates I’ve watched fuck up their chances because they couldn’t keep their pants zipped?”

“I can keep my pants zipped.” There was a line, and he was getting close to crossing it. “You worry about the campaign, I’ll worry about my personal life.”

“Your personal life is the campaign. When you started running for office, every single thing about you became fair game. That includes the women in your life. You knew this.”

I did. And when I’d originally started running for office, it hadn’t seemed like a problem. But then I’d never lost control over a woman before, either. And after last night, my control hung by a thread.

“She knows how it is. She’s not stupid. Hell, she’s probably a million times better at this than I am. She’s not some girl who’s going to go running to the tabloids. I trust her.”

I hated the D.C. machine, and as much as I knew she was part of it, Jackie was loyal. She had too much class and integrity to kiss and tell.

Mitch closed his eyes. “Sometimes I can’t tell if you’re too good to be true, or my worst fucking nightmare. Is this what it’s like growing up as a Clayton? You never had to get your hands dirty, never had to live in the muck, so somehow you just naively think the best of people? Did your grandfather teach you nothing?”

“I’m not my grandfather. Not even close.”

“No shit,” he muttered, and I couldn’t help but laugh.

I was definitely a masochist—first Jackie, now Mitch. But honestly, I kind of respected them more for giving me a hard time. My whole life I’d been surrounded by people who’d sucked up to me, wanting to be part of the Clayton power machine. It actually felt good to have someone be honest with me.

“You don’t like her.”

“See that’s where you’re wrong. I like her a lot. She’s smart and she has some of the best fucking instincts I’ve ever seen. She works hard and I think she has a real future in this town. But she’s not going to get ahead by screwing a candidate, and in the long run this shit is going to hurt her as much as it will hurt you.”

“We’re being discreet.”

“Please. You looked at each other and I knew.”

Yeah, I had to work on that.

“I’m not walking away from her.”

“She has a past.”

“Everyone has a past.”

“Hers is career-ending. She has skeletons in her closet. Big ones. Ones you want nothing to do with.”

“And you know this, how?”

He chuckled. “You forget. I keep everyone’s secrets.”

“Then keep hers. She’s got shit in her past, fine. We’ll deal with it. I’m not walking away from her. We’ll keep things quiet, but my private life is mine. Understood? I’m not discussing it again.”

The thing about being a nice guy was that once you were, people always expected you to be nice. They didn’t seem to realize that “nice guy” wasn’t synonymous with pushover. I wasn’t afraid to go after what I wanted, or to do what I needed to in order to keep it.

Mitch shot me a look of disbelief. “Fine.”

I took a sip of my drink. “While we’re on the subject, I want you to be in charge of reporting to Price; from here on out you’re her boss and you’re responsible for her. I don’t want to cloud things more than they already are.”

“Too fucking late for that,” he muttered.

“Mitch.” There was a warning in my tone.

“Yeah I got it.”

At least that was one problem down.

•   •   •

I left lunch, heading back to the office in a cab. Mitch’s words kept playing in my mind. So Jackie had secrets. Everyone had secrets. Hers made her interesting, and mysterious, and just made me want to know more. I felt like I’d been living my life in black and white, and I’d just discovered life in Technicolor.

I pulled out my phone, scrolling through my contacts for Jackie’s number. Last night had been mind-blowing, but if I didn’t get inside of her soon I was going to come undone.

I texted her.

Are you coming to the benefit tonight?

Tonight was an annual charity black-tie event at the St. Regis. Mitch thought it would be good for PR, and I knew he and some of the senior staffers were planning on going.

A minute later my phone buzzed.

I’ll be there.

My face broke out into a grin. I couldn’t wait to see her dressed up, and I couldn’t wait to undress her later. My fingers typed out the text—

Come home with me after.

I’d never been particularly impulsive. Always played it somewhat safe. And now I wanted her, and safe had flown out the window along with self-control and reason. I waited for her response, minutes passing as I stared at the phone clutched in my hand. And then my phone beeped, and I looked down at the screen, my heart pounding in my chest—

Okay.







Chapter Ten

Tonight’s gala at the St. Regis brought out the usual mix of power players and the women who love them. One couple looked particularly cozy . . .

—Capital Confessions blog

Jackie

It took me an hour to get ready. Okay, technically two.

Black-tie events were iffy for me. On one hand, they were usually great sources for gossip, and I did owe Sean a story. On the other hand, black-tie events raised the chances of me running into my father. Not that I was even sure it mattered. The most fucked-up thing was that I didn’t even know if he knew who I was. We’d never spoken, and I wondered if he would have recognized me if I stood in front of him, although I did bear an uncanny resemblance to my mother—and, most unfairly, to him.

I was nothing to him, but no matter how much it pissed me off, I refused to let him win. Refused to slink into the shadows or avoid going to events out of the fear that I would run into him. But I couldn’t help the fact that I was really, really nervous.

His connection to Will was another problem I hadn’t addressed.

As an established, well-respected U.S. senator, my father frequently took up-and-coming political candidates under his wing. He was known for grooming the party’s next generation, and Will definitely fit the bill. But I couldn’t help but wonder just how deep the connection between them ran. Was Will a family friend? Did he know my sisters?

For a brief moment I thought about telling him the truth, that I was Senator Reynolds’s illegitimate daughter. Not just illegitimate—completely unacknowledged, a nobody in my father’s world. A dirty little secret.

My parents didn’t have some star-crossed, epic romance. He slept with my mother because she was hot; she slept with him because he was rich and powerful. It was seedy and tacky, and for a guy like Will who oozed class and came from the right family, I was the girl from the wrong side of the tracks. He looked at me like I was special; I didn’t want to see that look die out of his eyes when he realized I wasn’t.

I was freaking out by the time I arrived at the St. Regis.

The St. Regis was elegant, the kind of place that made you feel like royalty right when you walked through the doors. I’d been there before—with my mother mostly—and I couldn’t help always feeling just a bit out of place.

I had an uneasy relationship with money. I’d grown up around it enough to be able to slide into these situations. I knew how to dress, what to say, how to act. But underneath it all I knew that’s all it was, an act. I played a role, pretending I was more than I was, pretending I fit somewhere I so clearly didn’t. Guys like Will were born into money, and I was always on the outside looking in.

For the most part I didn’t care. At least I shouldn’t care. But it was another reminder of how different my life would have been if I hadn’t been illegitimate, if my father had claimed me.

I was backroom deals and wading in muck and scandal. Will was shiny and elegant, the poster child for a new political dynasty. We couldn’t have been more ill suited if we tried.

Will

She was late.

I stared at the entrance again, trying to ignore the guy droning on in my ear. He was the lieutenant governor of some state in the Midwest, so I probably should have been paying more attention, but yeah, not happening. I’d been here for an hour and I was already eager to leave.

I wasn’t crazy about events like these. I hated making small talk, the feigned interest about each other’s lives, hated the fake smiles and the gossip, and all the things that came with playing the game. I was bored, and tired, and my bow tie choked me, and all I wanted was her.

A woman to my right smiled at me. “You simply have to meet my niece Cornelia. Just graduated from Stanford Law. She’ll be moving to Georgetown and joining a firm there. I’m sure she’d love to spend time with some young people her own age.”

The other thing I hated about these events? Every fucking person had a niece, or a friend, or a daughter they tried to set me up with. It was like my marital status offended everyone in the room. As if a single politician was blasphemy, and they all wanted to personally rectify it. For what felt like the millionth time that night, I wished I could have brought Jackie as my date. At least she would have made the evening fun.

“If you’ll excuse me, I’m going to go get a drink—” My voice broke as I saw her and my heart fucking stopped.

She wore black. The dress covered more of Jackie’s body than it exposed, but it fit her in a way that showed every single curve. It was conservative, and yet it was the sexiest thing I’d ever seen. Almost as if to atone for the dress’s severity, her hair was a tumble of blonde curls that called to mind images of her draped over my desk, her hair a delicious mess that made it look like she’d just been thoroughly fucked. Her skin was fresh, her full lips bare, and unlike the women covered in diamonds, Jackie wore no jewelry. She was still easily the most beautiful woman in the room.

She turned to the side, searching for something, and I caught sight of her bare skin exposed by a deep oval at the back of her dress—a stark contrast to the conservative front. She turned again and our gazes caught across the ballroom. She flushed, and then a smile spread across her mouth, a smile that lit up the room.

And just like that I was excusing myself from the group, my feet carrying me toward her.

Jackie

The man knew how to work a room.

I couldn’t take my eyes off of him as he approached me. I’d seen men in tuxedos, at benefits, in James Bond movies, and yet nothing prepared me for the sight of Will in one. Maybe it was the stark contrast of the black and white, but everything about him just seemed more. His shoulders appeared broader; he looked taller, older, infinitely more male.

He stopped in front of me, a glass of champagne in hand, a heartbreaking smile on his face.

“You’re the most beautiful thing I’ve ever seen.”

My cheeks flamed. “That’s not being discreet,” I chided, my voice low.

“I don’t care.”

A flutter built in my stomach and moved its way up to my heart. “You should care. You’re trying to get elected. We’re all trying to get you elected. You shouldn’t be reckless.”

“Come outside with me.”

I wanted to go anywhere with him, but something about seeing him like this made me incredibly shy. He felt completely out of reach, and I couldn’t help but worry that I was just another version of my mother, good enough to screw around with, but not enough for anything more.

“We’ll say we’re going outside to talk about campaign things.”

“Are we going outside to talk about campaign things?”

Will laughed. “Of course not.” He leaned into me, close enough that the scent of his cologne teased my nostrils. His voice turned husky. “We’re going to talk about how good you look in that dress and how much I can’t wait to get it off of you. How I can’t wait to see what you’re wearing underneath.”

Holy shit.

His expression was perfectly calm, his voice low as he spoke to me. There was no one around to hear him, his words safe between us. It was the hardest thing I’d ever had to do to keep from reacting.

We were playing with each other, flirting with each other, vying for the upper hand. Most of the time I felt in control with him, most of the time I could look into his eyes and see how much he wanted me, and it was enough to make all of the bullshit disappear. But right now I couldn’t read the want in his eyes, only the lust in his voice.

I didn’t know what we were doing anymore. It was supposed to be fun and casual, and yet I craved him in a way I’d never craved anyone before.

“Come home with me.”

I blinked. “You can’t leave, you just got here.”

“I’ve been here an hour.”

“The whole point of you coming here was to mingle. No one leaves after an hour.”

“Watch me.” He leaned in closer. “You know you’re only making it worse the more you fight it. If you don’t want to make a scene, come with me.”

“No. You’ll make a scene if you leave this early.”

“I’m more worried that I’ll make a scene if I stay. I want you. I’m tired of pretending I don’t.”

“You can’t say things like that in public,” I hissed.

His lips quirked. “You’re going to manage me again, aren’t you?”

“You’re staying for two more hours.”

“Thirty minutes.”

“An hour and I’ll let you know what I’m wearing underneath my dress.”

For a moment his jaw dropped before it snapped back into place. His green eyes gleamed. “You drive a hard bargain. Fine. An hour.”

I grinned, leaning into him. “Absolutely nothing.”

I walked away, feeling a rush of satisfaction at the knowledge that he was definitely watching me walk away.





Chapter Eleven

More than one individual was on hand to see some very steamy action at the St. Regis last night. There were fireworks throughout the gala, and one couple looked particularly explosive . . .

—Capital Confessions blog

Will

Thirty more minutes. Okay, twenty-nine more minutes. This was definitely the slowest hour of my life.

I let Mitch lead me around the room, introducing me to people. I shook hands, dodged phone numbers, solicited contributions, and laughed at really bad jokes. The whole time I watched Jackie. She stayed within my line of sight, working the room, and I couldn’t help but think it was deliberate. Either she was trying to make sure I held up my end of the bargain or she was screwing with my head. The end result was the same—I was fighting a hard-on and she consumed my thoughts.

She was a natural. She drifted from group to group, greeting people she knew, talking for a minute or so, and then moving on. I definitely wasn’t the only one watching. Men noticed her, their gazes roaming over her body—old men, young men, waiters, congressmen—it didn’t matter. She held everyone’s attention. Maybe more so because she didn’t even seem to care.

Despite the looks, she didn’t react. When an elderly senator touched her arm, she easily moved out of his grasp, a charming smile on her face. She was polite and funny, but there wasn’t a hint of flirtation in her. I’d never seen her flirt with anyone but me.

We were quickly going into uncharted territory. There was something about this girl. She’d gotten under my skin so quickly in a way no one ever had before. I was still trying to make sense of it, trying to understand why everything inside me screamed, this one.

I wasn’t the kind of guy who spent his life wondering what he wanted. I was pretty much, “I see. I want. I get.” I didn’t change my mind or second-guess my decisions. Maybe I wasn’t impulsive, maybe I was more deliberate, but whatever it was, the choices I made always stuck and never fell into the category of regrets. My gut had never steered me wrong. Which was why I didn’t freak out last night when I came to the only conclusion that made any sense—

I wanted her.

Jackie

He kept watching me. It was sexy, and unnerving, and so distracting that I could barely think, let alone make intelligent conversation.

We had ten minutes left.

I was nervous about tonight, which was, of course, totally dumb considering everything that had already happened between us. And yet I was still nervous. I wasn’t a virgin, far from it, but Will was different. Everything about him was different. Maybe it was the age difference, or the money, or my own insecurities. Either way, he scared me a bit. I didn’t feel like I was running the show with him, like I held all of the cards. I felt like I was struggling to keep up. What if that was how it would feel when we went to bed?

“How’s work at the Clayton campaign going?”

I pushed the thought of Will inside me out of my mind and took a sip of my champagne, struggling to focus on the question. I smiled at James Morgan. “It’s going well, thanks.”

“How’s Mitch Anders?”

Honestly? I kind of loved him. He was surly, and difficult, and spent more time yelling than praising. He always looked rumpled, like he’d been sleeping in his office—and given the hours he kept, he probably had been—and there was always a telltale sign of spilled coffee on his clothes. He was far from the polished, glossy environment I’d come to know at Price, but I loved him for it.

“I’m learning a lot working for him.” That was the biggest understatement ever. The guy was a genius.

Morgan nodded. “Good. He’s not trying to steal you away, is he?”

The inference that I could be stolen away from Price was enough to send my little job-hunting heart aflutter.

“Not at all. I’m very happy with my opportunity at Price.”

“Good. I’ve heard good things about your work on Will’s campaign.”

Oh my god. The fact that anyone was talking about me to James Morgan was amazing. “Thank you.”

“I know you had a little bit of trouble with the database, but besides that, we’ve been really impressed with what we’ve seen from you so far.”

“I’m glad to hear it,” I answered, wishing I never had to hear the word “database” again.

His gaze drifted to a point over my shoulder. “And here’s the candidate himself.”

I turned to see Will standing behind us, and my heartbeat kicked up a notch. Seriously, no one should look that good in a tuxedo.

Will came up next to me, his hand at my elbow. “Excuse us for a second, James, but I need to have a word with Jackie about campaign stuff. I have to head out soon. I have that engagement later on.”

I nodded calmly like his engagement wasn’t fucking me. Somehow I smiled at Morgan. “Excuse me.”

I walked away, Will trailing behind me, his hand drifting down to the small of my back. To the onlooker it was a perfectly casual touch as he guided me through the crowd. But I recognized it for what it was, could feel it in the way his skin pressed against mine. He was marking me, and strangely enough, I liked it.

“That guy’s an asshole,” Will muttered.

Surprise filled me. “I thought you were friends.”

“We were in the same final club at Harvard. We were definitely not friends.” He stroked my back lightly. “I don’t like the way he looks at you.”

I stopped mid-step. “Are you jealous?” I couldn’t keep the shock out of my voice. I’d never had a guy actually be jealous over me.

“Of James Morgan?” Will laughed. “Trust me, I’m not worried about you being interested in someone like that. But I still don’t like the way he looks at you. Be careful with him. He’s not the kind of guy you want to get stuck working late with at the office.” A flush covered his cheeks as if he’d realized what he’d just said.

I shook my head. The last thing I wanted was for him to feel guilty about something that was as much my choice as it was his.

“Don’t. It’s completely different.”

“Is it?”

He asked the question like my answer really mattered, and for the first time it hit me, really hit me, that there was something to liking a nice guy. I’d never liked jerks, never been the kind of girl who wanted some guy to screw with her head or tell her what to do, but I’d also never liked guys who were all that considerate, at least compared to Will. Maybe on the surface they’d been nice guys, relatively honest and free of emotional fuckwittage, and yet they weren’t like him. They didn’t really care, not like he did.

I stopped walking, my sudden movement seeming to catch Will off guard. He stopped short, his arm brushing against my body. I stared up at him, his broad shoulders blocking out the room around us.

I lowered my voice. “Just so we’re clear, I’m here because I want to be. No other reason.”

“Good, because I’m not planning on letting you go.”

The promise in his words rocked me, throwing me off balance once again. He was like a puzzle I was trying to solve, and every time I came close to the end, the pieces changed.

“Jacqueline!”

I froze at the sound of that voice, all thoughts of Will momentarily abandoned.

Shit.

This was the other reason I hated black-tie events.

“I’m so sorry,” I mumbled, turning away from him to face her.

She didn’t walk toward us; instead, she did some combination of a sashay and a glide, as if she knew all eyes were on her. Maybe they were. Even at forty-five, she turned heads. Lots of heads.

It was one of life’s little ironies, that for as different as our personalities were, I looked like a carbon copy of my mother. On the surface, at least. There was an energy about her, something that made her dazzling that I lacked, but I had her height, and her hair, and her skin tone. The rest was my father.

She leaned into me, exchanging air kisses and enveloping me in a cloud of Givenchy. She pulled back, and I caught sight of a member of the Senate Armed Services Committee standing next to her. Of course.

“You look beautiful, darling.” She frowned slightly. “Although you could have worn some jewelry. I would have lent you some if I’d known you were going to be here.”

I stifled a groan. “It’s not a social event. I’m here for work.”

“Of course you are.” She shot me a knowing look, and I wondered just how much she knew about this Capital Confessions business. “And who is this with you?” She flashed a blinding smile at Will, and I wished the floor would open up and swallow me whole.

What would he think of my mother? Did he even realize who she was? That she was infamous? And dear god, was she flirting with him?

I made the introductions, horror filling me with each word that came out of my mouth. I emphasized the word “candidate,” hoping she wouldn’t make more of this, especially in public. Discretion wasn’t anywhere in her vocabulary.

Will smiled. “It’s a pleasure to meet you.”

Her eyes lit up. “So polite.” Her gaze darted between us. “And how long have you two been working together?” Her voice emphasized the word “together,” and my eyes narrowed.

“You know, Will’s running late. He has a meeting later, and I was just briefing him on the campaign. We should get going.” I leaned forward, giving her one of her stupid air kisses. “It was great to see you.”

Will followed my lead, his charming campaign smile firmly in place. I all but ran out of the room, leaving my mother and her date behind us, Will at my side.

“You okay?” Will murmured, leaning down, his head inches from mine.

“Why wouldn’t I be okay?” I squeaked.

“You seem a little freaked.”

Then I was doing a great job of covering, because I was definitely more than a little freaked.

“We aren’t close. And believe me, she’s the last person I want getting wind of anything happening between us.”

I didn’t know how to explain the rest. I loved my mother, but her life choices were such a disaster, and I hated the scandal she’d become, the trouble she caused everywhere she went.

I waited for him to say something, to comment on how similar we looked, or how beautiful my mother was. But he didn’t say anything. He just walked beside me, his presence quiet and reassuring.

Will

I couldn’t help but feel a sense of déjà vu as we drove to my town house. Jackie sat next to me, silent, staring out the window. I’d ordered a car service tonight, wanting the comfort and the privacy.

She’d been quiet ever since we ran into her mother. There was something there, something she definitely didn’t want to talk about. And even more, she seemed nervous. It was strange to see her like this, strange to think that I might somehow be the cause of it. I reached out, linking fingers with her. I squeezed her hand.

She turned to face me and a hesitant smile slid onto her lips. “Feels familiar doesn’t it?”

I laughed. “I was way more nervous last time.”

“And now?” Her voice was soft, her usual confidence missing. Something in her tone made me bold.

“Now that I’ve had a taste, I want more.” She flushed, a pretty pink spreading across her cheeks. “I’ve thought about you all day. I went home last night and all I could do was see you spread out on my desk. I wanted you in my bed. Wanted to fall asleep beside you, wanted to wake up next to you in the morning. I even wanted to make you eggs. I make mean eggs.” I grinned. “You can add that to your little notebook with all of my secrets.”

A look of pure panic spread across her face instead of the laughter I’d intended. “I have to get up early tomorrow,” she sputtered. “And I didn’t bring clothes or a toothbrush. I figured I’d just get a cab home after.”

I was momentarily thrown, and then my lips twitched as awareness dawned. “You’re one of those, aren’t you?”

Her eyes narrowed. “One of those what?”

“You don’t stay the night.”

She looked perturbed, and then she shrugged. “I like my space when I sleep. I don’t want some guy stealing the covers or smothering me. Or snoring.”

I laughed at the horror in her voice. “I don’t snore. Or smother, although I have been known to cuddle, but only on very special occasions. And all bets are off on the cover stealing, but somehow I have a feeling you’ll be able to hold your own.”

“You’re mocking me.”

“I am.”

She shook her head. “I don’t know—”

“You’ve never done it before, have you?”

“Done what?”

“Slept with someone.”

Irritation filled her voice. “I thought we already had the virgin talk.”

“No, not sex. Sleeping. Curled up against each other, waking up in the morning and trying to hide your morning breath.”

She made a face. “That sounds terrible.”

“Hey, I’m an amazing cuddler. Don’t knock it until you’ve tried it. Maybe you’ll be lucky and get to experience it yourself tonight.”

She stared at me, her mouth open in surprise as if I’d just shaken her foundations. “Who are you?”

“What do you mean?” I couldn’t keep the amusement from my voice. It was cute to see how flustered she got. She was the kind of girl who knew she could bring a man to his knees and I couldn’t resist the urge to keep her on her toes. I’d never realized how much I’d like the challenge of a girl who made you work for it.

“Guys don’t talk like that. And I’m pretty sure guys don’t cuddle.”

I rolled my eyes. “That’s bullshit. I’m sorry, would it make me more masculine if I pushed you out of bed after we had sex? If I made some stupid excuse about having to work the next day and needing to get up early? Or if I said I liked my space when I sleep? That’s not called being a man, that’s called being an asshole.

“If a woman’s in my bed, it’s because I want her there. I’m not a child who gets bored with his toys after five minutes. If the guys you’ve been with treat you like that, then you’ve been screwing around with boys. Wouldn’t you rather fuck a man?”

Jackie

I couldn’t speak. I couldn’t think. Nothing.

Nice guys were supposed to be easy, safe. There was nothing safe about this conversation or this night. He scared the shit out of me.

“I’m not good at this.”

I didn’t mean to say it, the words just slipped out. That he had me admitting my weakness made it even worse.

“Why?”

“You terrify me.”

“Good.”

I gaped at him. His easy, charming, campaign facade was completely gone. Something dark and dangerous lurked in its place.

“I’m glad I scare you. I bet it’s easy for you. You just smile and guys fall at your feet because you’re so beautiful they can’t help it. And then you open your mouth and you say something witty ’cause you’re so fucking smart and you dazzle them, tie them up in knots until they can’t think straight.

“Maybe some of them actually want casual. Maybe they’re fine with the scraps you toss their way. But maybe some of them want more. And you just want easy.

“I want you to be scared. I want things to be messy, and complicated, and difficult. I want you to feel, and I want you to know I’m the one making you feel, that I’m the one making it mean something.”

Heat filled his gaze as the words poured from his mouth.

I didn’t have a snappy answer or a comeback. All I had was a pounding heart, and the sense that I was in so far over my head it wasn’t even funny. So I did the only thing I could think of. I kissed him. Because kisses at least were easy, it was everything else that made me feel like I couldn’t measure up.

I looped my arms around his neck, pulling his body against mine, needing to feel like I’d gotten some of my power back. With a few words he’d stripped me bare. He was right, of course, right about all of it. He just didn’t know the rest.

“You’re trying to change the subject,” he murmured against my mouth, his teeth nipping at my bottom lip. Thank god for the privacy window between the driver and us.

“I don’t feel like talking anymore.”

“You’re staying the night.”

I glared at the challenge in his eyes. “We’ll see.”

I brushed my mouth against his again, my tongue darting out and licking his bottom lip. I could already feel how hard he was against my hip. But he didn’t kiss me back.

“Either you stay the night or I take you home now.” His voice was firm. “I’m not going to be some guy you use to get off and then leave. I’m not going to let you turn us into that. If we’re going to have sex, then you’re going to be there through the night when I wake up wanting you, and you’re going to be there in the morning. Those are the terms. Take it or leave it.”

The car came to a stop. “We’re here.” He held out a hand to me, a dare in his voice and a promise in his gaze.

“Coming?”






Chapter Twelve

We’re beginning to wonder if there isn’t a scandal playing out under our very noses.

—Capital Confessions blog

Will

I’d definitely pissed her off.

She walked into the town house with me, silent, anger coming off of her in waves. Maybe I’d pushed her too far. Maybe I shouldn’t have called her out on her shit. But I meant what I said—I didn’t want her thinking that “nice guy” meant she could walk all over me. Or that she could just turn this into casual sex and walk away unscathed.

We stood in the hallway facing off, both of us looking like we’d underestimated each other. Maybe we had.

I didn’t know her secrets, and I’d meant it when I told Mitch I didn’t want to know, not until she trusted me enough to tell me, but there was definitely something there. This was more than a girl who wasn’t looking for commitment. There were parts she’d completely closed off, and I didn’t know how to get to them. That I desperately wanted to made the stakes even higher.

“Come upstairs with me.” I held my hand out to her again. “Please.”

She hesitated before she placed her slender hand in mine, the contrast between us even more noticeable. In that moment she felt delicate, and I felt an urge to protect her, even though she was the girl who seemed like the last thing she needed was protecting.

Jackie

We walked up the stairs together as Will led me to his bedroom. He opened the door, flicking on the light, waiting while I crossed the threshold before coming in behind me.

I tried to focus on his bedroom, on the elegant paintings, and the ginormous bed with its pool of navy sheets that looked soft as butter. I tried to focus on the hardwood floors, and the ornate light fixtures, everything but the man in the room with me.

The night we’d met at the bar, I’d felt reckless. I’d never intended for it to be anything more than one night; he’d just been a hot guy that my body had been very attracted to. But now, I liked him, a lot. He was smart, and funny, and kind. And as much as it scared the shit out of me, I respected him for challenging me. He didn’t give me a free pass on things because he wanted to get laid.

I just didn’t know what to do next.

I moved around the room, taking in the decor, using the time to calm my nerves. His bedroom was gorgeous, male, elegant, just like him. It was so much more grown-up than my shitty little apartment with the Les Misérables poster on the wall, and furniture that didn’t match, and the roommate I barely got along with. A five-year age difference was beginning to feel like much, much more.

“Jackie.”

The sound of his voice sent a shiver down my spine. Where was the nervous guy I’d flirted with at the Hay-Adams? How did he do it? It was as if he flipped a switch, and suddenly became someone I didn’t know how to handle. Someone who could make my body respond with just a few words.

I turned slowly, desire winding its way through me like a drug.

Will sat on the edge of his bed, his gaze eating me up. He’d removed his jacket at some point during my exploration of his room, draping it at the foot of the bed. He began undoing his bow tie, the sight of his fingers popping open the top button of his collar the hottest fucking thing I’d ever seen. He looked every inch the satisfied male, calm and in command of everything.

There would be no fumbling with him, no awkward sex moves, nothing but toe-curling, sheet-gripping pleasure. Every inch of his body promised me the best sex I’d ever had and I couldn’t do anything but stand there staring at him, admiring him, wanting more. My pounding heart kicked into overdrive as my whole body trembled with need.

He’d left his snowy white shirt on, the top button unbuttoned. His hands moved to his wrists, removing his cuff links next, and holy shit, I died a little bit inside. His movements were unhurried and deliberate, and I saw an even more intimate view into his life. He gave me my own private striptease, but instead of sweat and spandex he oozed power and control.

He finished removing his cuff links, setting them in his jacket pocket, and then he rolled up his sleeves, the movement lazy, as if I weren’t standing there, lust raging through my body, waiting for him to make a move. I was treated to the sight of tan wrists and muscular forearms before he finished and turned his attention back to me.

His lips curved. “Come here.”

Will spread his legs, making a space for me between his thighs.

I moved forward, my legs shaking slightly with each step. I stopped inches away from him. His eyes tracked my every movement, desire in his gaze.

“Strip.”

A shiver ripped through my body as my nipples throbbed with need and I grew impossibly wetter. It was a command, and yet it wasn’t. It was a promise. It lingered between us unspoken, and I could hear it in the lust soaking his voice—if you do this, I promise you, I’ll make it the best you’ve ever had.

My hands trembled as I unhooked the nape of the dress. The brush of the fabric against my body was enough to send another flash of heat through me. My skin was so sensitive, my body so far gone. We’d crossed over the line from want to need a long time ago.

The dress fell to my waist, exposing my naked breasts, my nipples hard, sensitive points dying for his mouth and hands. His gaze trailed down my face, resting on my breasts inches away from his lips, so close that if he moved forward just a hair he could capture one with his mouth. All I could think was, please. His gaze ran over me, leaving an ache in its wake.

Will didn’t move forward; he just sat there watching me, the only sign that his control was slipping, the white of his knuckles as his hands gripped the edge of the bed.

“All the way.”

Those three words sent me spiraling over the edge. I hooked my fingers under the fabric and wriggled my hips. The dress hit the hardwood floor in a pool of silk. I stood in front of him, naked, still in my heels. His eyes widened, his voice hoarse.

“Kneel down.”

There they were again, words that sounded like a command, delivered in a tone that bordered on desperation. I didn’t know who was in control anymore; it was like that with us, a constant shifting of power that kept me continually off balance. I liked it, and hated it, and wanted more. Now.

I knelt between his legs, my hands grazing his strong thighs. The hard line of his erection pressed against my stomach, sending a flash of need through me.

“I’ve been thinking about this all day. Wanting you, hard for you. Have you thought of me?” There was something raw in his tone, as if I’d just wrested a confession from him.

“I haven’t been able to stop thinking of you,” I admitted, my voice shaking as I tripped over the words.

I reached out, mesmerized by his voice and his smoky gaze, and stroked him through the expensive fabric of his tuxedo pants. I traced that hard line, loving the groan that escaped from his lips. He was in control, and yet he wasn’t. I loved the power coursing through me at the feel of him against my palm, loved knowing I made him this hard.

Will pulled me toward him, brushing his lips against mine, the kiss firm and more intense than any we’d shared. It was a preview of what it would feel like when he was inside me, his body thrusting into mine, possessing me.

Despite the dominance in his kiss, I met him stroke for stroke, my lips hungry and wanting, plundering his mouth. I plastered my body against his, rubbing my breasts over his hard chest, his muscles pushing against me. And then it hit me that I’d never seen him without his shirt on, never gotten to explore his body the way he’d teased mine.

I broke away from his mouth, my chest rising and falling with heavy pants. My hands reached up, fighting with the buttons of his shirt, moving down until the fabric gaped open, exposing a broad chest and
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