
        
            
                
            
        

     
   
    
 
   Chapter 1
 
   Nicholas stopped dead in his tracks, his Italian leather shoes abruptly hitting the linoleum floor. She was the last person he expected to meet here. He studied her profile, eyes traveling slowly down every inch of her petite frame. He could make out her feminine curves even through the shapeless hospital uniform. A pang of longing shot through him like a thunderbolt, his mind recalling exactly what she looked like under her clothes. That was followed by a pang of regret. Did she still despise him?
 
   The woman’s hand darted across the clipboard as she wrote. Even though Nicholas was too far to see, he suspected her handwriting hadn’t improved since he last saw it. A silken tendril of hair escaped her chestnut bun, and Nicholas stood back, a sudden vision of that hair floating over her naked shoulders rising before him. It took willpower to refrain from reaching out and removing the rubber band holding up the rest of it.
 
   “Sir?” His assistant’s voice jolted him back to the present. Nicholas reluctantly turned toward the younger man. “This is it,” Tom said, pointing at a report in his hand. “What you wanted to see.” 
 
   A wry smile ran through Nick’s lips as his glance settled back on the woman in front of him. Tom referred to the children’s hospital, but Nicholas knew the statement was true in more ways than one. The woman disappeared inside a room, her cheerful voice bright as she addressed a patient. Craning his head, Nicholas watched her change the child’s IV. How many times had he thought of her through the years? Too many to count.
 
   Meanwhile, Tom rattled on about the improvements made since Nicholas’ acquisition of Legacy Emanuel Hospital six months ago. Under normal circumstances, Nicholas would have examined every claim, assumption, and statistic. Now, he couldn’t care less, the woman’s sudden presence tuning out every other consideration. 
 
   Nick watched her tenderly pat the child’s shoulder before jotting a couple more notes. Spinning around, she headed for the hallway toward him. Nicholas blinked and tensely watched her approach. A moment later, he glanced into her green eyes for the first time in years. 
 
   Everything else in the bustling corridor came to a grinding halt as he came face to face with her. At first, her eyes looked straight through him, but a moment later, her pupils dilated, lips twitching first in recognition and then in shock. They parted, too, but no words came out. Finally, Nicholas broke the silence.
 
   “Julie,” he uttered, noting that his voice shook more than at any time in recent memory. The same voice he confidently used when negotiating a high-stakes, million-dollar deal. He inhaled slowly, allowing his confidence to return. After all, he was Nicholas Maxwell, CEO of Renaissance Capital, not Nick the schoolboy. 
 
   Julie stood still—her lips still parted in shock. Nicholas tried to play it cool, but for the first time in years, his emotions got the best of him. He wanted to reach out and hold her, touch her across the lips, flick his hand along her hair just as he used to in those long forgotten days.
 
   He stepped toward her, and she shivered, as if awakened from a trance. She shook her head, looked away, stepped back, and Nicholas knew—he was not welcome. Nicholas Maxwell, the magnate, was again reduced to Nick the schoolboy. Julie squared her shoulders and headed toward the exit, appearing much taller than her five feet four inches.
 
   “Excuse me,” she hissed through gritted teeth, pushing past him. “I have work to do.” She tried to look indifferent, but Nicholas thought he detected a hint of emotion in her green eyes. She disappeared down the long hallway. His initial instincts were right; Julie Miller still despised him as much as ever.
 
   “Tom,” Nick snapped, his eyes still locked on the woman heading down the hallway. “Get me everything we know about that nurse.” 
 
   “Sir?” Tom asked. 
 
   “You heard me,” Nicholas continued. “I want phone numbers, address, income, previous employment, and...,” he paused, catching sight of Tom’s raised eyebrow, “marital status.” 
 
   “Of course, sir.” Tom cleared his throat before jotting down a few notes. “I’ll make sure to get that to you by the end of your meeting with the architects tomorrow afternoon.” Nicholas shook his head. He hated to repeat directions twice. 
 
   “You will get the information now,” he hissed through clenched teeth. Nick watched as Tom’s face turned beet red before he scrambled off in compliance. Satisfied, Nicholas headed down the hallway in the direction Julie fled. 
 
   ***
 
   Julie’s hand trembled as she poured herself some coffee in the breakroom. What she really wanted was a glass of red wine, but her shift had to end before that became an option. Wincing at the stale taste, she glanced around for some sugar to make it more palatable. Finding a few spare envelopes of Sweet’N Low, she tore off the tops and emptied them in the cup. Sinking into the nearest folding chair, she took a deep breath. 
 
   How could Nick Maxwell just walk into her life again like that out of the blue? Julie gripped the flimsy cup between both palms and closed her eyes, trying to let go, but Nick’s face stood before her eyes still. He’d grown up, no longer seemed as lanky with his broader shoulders. He’d been a handsome boy, but he made an even more attractive man. She recalled with vivid clarity his strong jaw line and ice blue eyes. Setting down the cup, she gnawed on her thumbnail. 
 
   He still remembered her. Julie felt a shiver race down her spine at the recollection of his deep baritone voice in the corridor. She couldn’t stop herself from wondering whether he’d often thought about her. Did he miss her? The moment the idea crossed her mind, Julie mentally stamped it down. He couldn’t miss her, just as he couldn’t care about her. His past actions spoke loudly and clearly. Her face grew hot at the memory, and she slammed the cup down, splattering the tabletop with coffee. Ignoring the mess, she took another sip of the bitter drink, noting that it tasted the way she felt. 
 
   She’d heard about him over the years. How could she not? His name made the news—New York’s most eligible bachelor, as they called him. They’d never let her forget. She sighed, swirling the cup so the sugar rose from the bottom. Julie always knew Nick would be a success, even before he did. Not that it made any difference anymore. 
 
   So, the rumors were true; he’d bought Legacy Emanuel. She’d known of the planned renovation, but hadn’t expected to see the man himself there. A wry smile twisted its way to her lips. It made sense. Nick’s obsession with detail and propensity for micromanagement did not make this a surprise. She shook her head. Getting a new job might be the only option of making sure she never ran into him again.
 
   Glancing at her wristwatch, Julie decided she needed to get back to work. Nick should be long gone by now. She drained the last of the coffee, tossed it in the trash, and swung the door open.
 
   “That was a long coffee break.” Nick stood before her, his voice coming out in a lazy drawl. He leaned against the wall, his feet shoulder width apart, and arms crossed loosely over his broad chest. Had he been waiting there the whole time? She made it obvious he wasn’t welcome. Why was he spying on her? 
 
   

 
   
  
 

Chapter 2“So fire me,” Julie began, crossing her arms over her breasts. “That would not be smart, but that would not be the first dumb move you’ve made.” She was nervous but tried to breathe and seem calm, just as they taught in nursing school. Besides, she had nothing to fear. He wasn’t her boyfriend, just an investor in the hospital. If he wanted to fire her for personal reasons—she would find another job and be just fine. Yet, she felt her knees buckle; something about his presence generated a whirl of emotions inside her. Feelings were getting the best of Julie Miller, but on the outside, she seemed perfectly calm. 
 
   “What makes you say that?” Nick raised an eyebrow.
 
   “Well, for one, there’s a shortage of qualified nurses to work with these special patients.” Julie inwardly praised herself for the ice-cold demeanor. “For two, if you want to use your position to hurt me, well…” 
 
   “Personal vendetta?” Nick’s eyes grew wide with surprise. “Is that what you think, Jules?” His voice softened as he reached a hand out, placing his big palm on her cheek. “You think I’m out to hurt you?” His touch sent a bolt of shock through Julie. She turned, shrugging his hand away. 
 
   “I don’t know what to think. One thing I know is I don’t trust you. I wish this was somebody else’s shift so I didn’t have to see you again today.” 
 
   Nick froze. Julie wondered whether she had gone too far, when he finally spoke. “Julie,” he murmured, reaching for an escaped strand of hair behind her ear. “I know how you feel. There are things I... regret.” 
 
   Julie held her breath, unable to stop the shivers that ran down her spine at his touch.
 
   “What happened...,” Nick continued, his eyes locked on hers. “It was years ago…” He gave her a wry smile. “Young and stupid.” Julie felt herself stiffen. 
 
   “Young?” she sputtered, reeling back. “Stupid? Are those the best excuses you came up with after all these years?” The room felt very warm as Julie’s temper rose to boiling point. How could he be so flippant about things? It was as though he expected her to let bygones be bygones. 
 
   “Let me guess,” she snapped. “I suppose it’s all water under the bridge now. Is this where I smile and tell you that it’s OK?” Nick rubbed his jaw thoughtfully, his eyes unreadable. 
 
   “Well, not right away, of course.” If he noticed the green daggers in her eyes, he didn’t show it. “But it’s been almost ten years. I think you’ll find that I’ve changed a lot since those days. And let’s be honest, I know you thought about me; I know you wanted this meeting. I can smell it. I wasn’t sure before, but now that we’ve had this chance meeting, I can tell you that I know you still want me.” 
 
   His arrogance sent Julie over the edge. Without a second thought, she reached out to slap him, but just before her palm could meet his cheek, Nick’s hand shot up, catching her firmly about the wrist. 
 
   “Regardless of how entitled you feel, I would appreciate it if you would refrain from hitting me, Julie.” He held on to her for a moment too long before abruptly dropping her hand. Rubbing the sore wrist with her free hand, she attempted to leave by brushing past him, but Nick wouldn’t budge, effectively blocking her path.
 
   “What do you want from me?” she sighed at last, seeing no alternative.
 
   “Good question.” Again, Nick stroked his jaw before answering. “Your shift is almost over,” he told her. 
 
   “No.” Julie sounded tired to her own ears. “I’m doing overtime tonight.” 
 
   “Not anymore. Someone else will cover for you.” To her relief, Nick turned to leave. The relief was short lived, however, when he turned around and said, “Change back into your street clothes. Be ready in fifteen minutes.” 
 
   “Just fire me already,” she said. “We don’t need this masquerade. You told an employee inappropriate things; she tried to hit you. Let’s just end it here.”
 
   “Jules, Jules, Jules,” he sighed. “You haven’t changed one bit, you know that?” She remained silent. “Look, I’m sorry if I crossed the line with you. I did not mean to offend or disrespect you. It’s just that I’ve been waiting for this meeting for years. Will you please just give me a chance and hear what I have to say? Please, Julie.” 
 
   She sighed. Two nurses went past them and into the breakroom. “So what do you think?” Nicholas finally asked. She shrugged. “I’m taking you to dinner.” He turned to leave again. “As I said, be ready in fifteen minutes. I’ll meet you at the main entrance.” 
 
   Julie could not believe he talked her into it. She was shocked, but shock gave way to anger. Of all the pompous and arrogant things! How could Nick Maxwell just assume she’d forgive and forget, and all these years, the only thing she’d been thinking of was getting back with him? But had he been right? No, he wasn’t right. He couldn’t be right. No doubt, he expected her to wine and dine with him and then just fall into his arms. Well, he had another thing coming. She wasn’t going to have dinner with him—not tonight, not any night. 
 
   “Fool me once, shame on you. Fool me twice...,” she whispered to herself, determined to prove him wrong. Nick might have spent the last decade surrounding himself with people who never told him no, but Julie would be damned if she became one. Heading for the lockers, Julie decided she would exit the back entrance where Nick wouldn’t see her leave. 
 
   ***
 
   Twenty minutes later, she was on her bed at home in a pair of pajama bottoms and her favorite slippers. She washed off the little eye makeup she wore in the bathroom and headed toward the kitchen to grab a bottle of wine. She’d just flipped on the television and switched it to the evening news when someone knocked on her front door. Julie froze. The knocks became harder and harder, sounding as though the unexpected guest intended to break the door off its hinges if she didn’t open. Julie gulped some wine for courage, set the glass down and inched toward the door. The doorknob rattled violently, the would-be intruder testing its strength. Julie panicked. 
 
   “Julie!” an unmistakable male voice boomed from the outside. She held her breath. Him again. “I know you’re in there. Open the door!” His deep baritone rattled the thin windows. Swallowing hard, Julie braced herself.
 
   “What do you want, Nick?” Silence met her, and Julie began to wonder whether he’d changed his mind and left, when Nick finally answered.
 
   “I want to talk to you.” He sounded as though he had gone to great lengths to calm himself. “Open the door. Please.” Julie hesitated. What was he doing at her apartment anyway? Sighing, she freed the deadbolt, cracking the door open. 
 
    “You stood me up!” Nick said, his body taking up the entire threshold. Startled, Julie blanched, and then quickly pulled herself together. 
 
   “I never agreed to have dinner with you,” she sniffed, squaring her shoulders and eyeing him from head to toe. He looked especially good in jeans and a black leather jacket, his attire contrasting sharply with the business suit he’d been wearing earlier in the day. Nick’s arms were crossed over his chest, and that’s when she noticed a motorcycle helmet in his hand. 
 
   “All right, I can’t stay angry with you for standing me up. Go change your clothes,” he commanded, his eyes warning her not to thwart him this time. Julie didn’t appreciate being bossed around, even if he was her boss. 
 
   “You can’t stay angry with me? I’m not one of your vapid models, Nick,” she snapped, thrusting her chin out in defiance. “I don’t come and go at your beck and call.” Nick leaned forward so his face was no more than an inch or two from Julie’s face. 
 
   “If you don’t change your clothes,” he warned through clenched teeth. “I’ll take you out the way you’re dressed now.” 
 
   “You wouldn’t dare!” The moment she uttered the words, Julie knew she’d made a mistake. Not wasting a single second, Nick withdrew the helmet from under his arm and slapped it over Julie’s head, buckling it firmly under her chin. Grabbing her by the wrist, he yanked her out the door, picked her up, and carried her down the steps of her apartment building. 
 
   Julie didn’t know much about motorcycles, but this looked like the most awesome bike you could ride. She shivered in the night air, rubbing her shoulders through the thin material of her oversized T-shirt. 
 
   “Nick,” she whined, “I am not doing this with you. I’m not even dressed! And I didn’t take my apartment keys.” 
 
   “The door is shut, but I grabbed your keys off the dresser. Here,” he said and thrust them in her hand. “As for being dressed, well, I’ll just say… bad planning on your part,” he snorted, straddling the bike, his muscular thighs straining against his designer jeans. Julie reluctantly climbed on the back as Nick started the engine with a roar. He’d just lifted the kickstand, then paused a moment and stripped off the leather jacket before tossing it back to her. 
 
   “Put that on,” he told her, revving the engine. Julie chose to obey him this time by sliding her arms into the oversized sleeves, rolling the ends so her hands could stick out. No sooner had she settled herself than the bike lurched forward. Julie gasped, gripping Nick across the waist for stability. She couldn’t help noticing that he must have taken up weightlifting over the years as her hands slid over the chiseled muscles and fingers interlocked over his thin T-shirt.
 
   “Nick,” she hollered as they raced toward the freeway at a breakneck pace. “Slow down! You’re not even wearing a helmet.” Nick didn’t answer, but merged into the far-left lane instead. Julie blanched when she saw the odometer read ninety-five miles an hour. She gripped Nick harder, molding her slight frame against his hard contours. As she buried her face in his back, a familiar wave of nostalgia flooded her senses. Nick still smelled like Nick. 
 
   She smiled at the thought. He smelled exactly like the sheets in her dorm room after he’d spent the night. The memory brought a pang of longing, and she gripped him tighter. Briefly, she felt his hand snake over hers. Afraid to loosen her grip to bat him away, she let his big fingers caress hers before he returned them to the handlebars. Julie swallowed the growing lump in her throat and squeezed her eyes shut, the wind whipping against her face as they raced through the dark streets. 
 
   The bike slowed, and Julie opened her eyes as they stopped. Looking around, her mouth dropped open in surprise. “What the hell do you think you’re doing?” she snapped. Nick put the bike in park and lowered the kickstand before swinging his leg over and hopping off. He reached out to help her to the ground. 
 
   “I don’t know about you, but I’m feeling a bit hungry,” he grinned at her. She felt her heart do a somersault at the familiar boyish expression. 
 
   “Anywhere but here,” she said, willing herself not to look around at the neighborhood she once knew like the back of her hand. 
 
   “This is your favorite pizza place,” he insisted. 
 
   “This was my favorite pizza place. Not anymore.” Julie crossed her arms over her chest, causing the soft leather to bulge. Nick reached under her chin and deftly unclasped the buckle holding the helmet in place. 
 
   “Come on. You used to say it’s the best pepperoni in New York City.” He smiled down at her, slipping the helmet off her head. “Some things never change, Jules,” he added in a lower tone.
 
   

 
   

Chapter 3 
 
   Nicholas ushered Julie inside, the aroma of fresh dough and mozzarella making his mouth water. The smell affected his captive date as well, as she stopped fighting him for a moment. He led her to their old booth in the back. Sitting, Julie noticed the vinyl upholstery still hadn’t been repaired. Nick sank low, feeling the worn springs against his tailbone, the table hitting him in his chest. 
 
   “Remember how we used to…” Nicholas started.
 
   “Nick, this is difficult. I don’t know whether I can do this,” she cut him off. “So many memories, but the overall feeling is not a good one. I think I need to go…”
 
   “Julie,” he shifted his seat. “Look, just give me a chance here. I know we have things to talk about, but humor me; just play along here. I’m just a person you shared many things with. Can’t we just sit and talk for an evening as we used to?”
 
   “I don’t know, Nick,” she said.
 
   “Please,” he begged her. A minute that seemed like forever went by; she then nodded in resigned agreement.
 
   “Now,” he continued, tapping the chest-high table with the bottom of his fist. “Tell me why, again, we always sit in this booth.” 
 
   “Because,” she said after a pause, “it’s the farthest from the door, so we have to stay longer.” 
 
   “That’s right,” he smiled, remembering Julie’s logic. It took longer to walk to the table and longer to walk back to the door, which meant they would have that much more time together. “How could I have forgotten? Do we need to look at the menu?” 
 
   “Nope. I know what I’m getting.” 
 
   Nicholas raised an eyebrow. “And to drink? Are we really going to get what we used to get?” he teased. 
 
   “Oh, come on now, Nick,” she clucked her tongue disapprovingly. “I have been such a good sport. You dragged me out here in the middle of the night—in my pajamas, no less. I think you can forgo the top-shelf bourbons and overpriced champagnes for just one night.” 
 
   Nicholas felt certain he could forgo both every night for the rest of his life if it meant he could be here again with Julie. He watched Julie, her hair tousled and unruly from the ride over. Nicholas had dated many beautiful women over the years, but Julie Miller in her pajamas and with no makeup trumped them all, or so it seemed to him. How could he have been so stupid in the past? 
 
   When the waiter arrived to take their drink order, Nicholas knew what he’d be getting.
 
   “A pitcher of Rheingold,” Nicholas and Julie blurted in unison. Catching her eye, he felt happiness unlike anything he’d felt in years. 
 
   “Rice water?” he asked, when he could get himself under control. “I would think you’d be able to afford better on a nurse’s salary.” 
 
   She gave him a mock sad face. “I would, but I’m still paying off my student loans. Besides, when at Gerald’s Pizzeria, I think Rheingold is a requirement. New York’s finest for old time’s sake.” Yes, Rheingold had been all they could afford when they were students. Now, Nicholas could have bought the factory that made it, if he wanted to. But here he was, ordering the cheapest beer on the menu. Rheingold arrived promptly, and Nicholas poured a pint for them. 
 
   “For old time’s sake,” he toasted. Julie smiled and touched his upraised glass with hers. 
 
   “This doesn’t mean I forgive you,” she said, growing serious for a moment. 
 
   “Then, I will have to ply you with beer until you do.” 
 
    “That will take a lot of Rheingold.” 
 
   Nicholas raised his eyebrow. “I can afford that.”
 
   “You’ll be on the floor before you can reach for your wallet,” Julie smirked, her glass hovering just below her lips. “I always drank you under the table.” 
 
   “I’d like to see you try,” he said. He watched her, hazel eyes dancing in the dim lamplight, tired lights of the cars passing in twilight outside. But his only wish was to reach across the table and pull her into a spontaneous kiss just as he used to. “You never could reach the bottom before me.”
 
   “Yes, I could,” she insisted, sniffing indignantly. “You always lost.”
 
   “On the count of three, then.”
 
   “You’re on!” Julie’s free hand shot in the air as she counted off wordlessly on her fingers. She jumped the gun once she got to two, throwing back her beer, Nicholas scrambling to catch up. He tilted the glass to his lips, chugging as fast as he could to reach the bottom. A second later, he heard the ping of Julie’s empty glass as she slammed it against the tabletop. He still had about an inch left when he saw her grinning at him, bright pink lips moist, and a golden trickle of beer dribbling down her adorable chin. He was tempted to lick her lips clean. 
 
   “See,” she grinned, swallowing back a burp. “I told you I always win.” Nicholas threw back the rest of his drink before setting the empty glass next to hers. 
 
   “Only because you cheated,” he pointed out, pouring them a second round. 
 
   “I didn’t really cheat,” she insisted. “You snooze; you lose.” 
 
   “I demand a rematch.” He lifted his glass in the air. “This time, I will do the counting.” This time, their empty glasses hit the table in unison. 
 
   “You see,” Nicholas pointed out. “You can’t beat me when you don’t cheat.” The pizza arrived, and Julie reached for the biggest slice, folding it and scooping the extra cheese with her fingertips. She plopped the cheese ball in her mouth and shook her head. 
 
   “No, and I can still outdrink you.” Nicholas leaned back and watched her take a big bite of the pizza, her eyes rolling back with pleasure at the taste. God, when was the last time he saw a woman eat as if she enjoyed it? Julie didn’t complain about the menu. She didn’t ask to see nutrition facts or order some piddling salad to pick at. Nick was used to dates grilling the waiter to death to end up with only a glass of red wine and a pile of lettuce leaves with no dressing. He’d forgotten how much fun it could be just to go out with a woman who loved good food and enjoyed it without guilt. “I don’t see how a tie proves you can outdrink me.” 
 
   “Well,” Julie wiped her fingers on the napkin in her lap. “You see, you’re at least twice my size. Thus, you ought to be able to consume twice as much as I, twice as fast.” 
 
   Nicholas threw back his head in laughter. “You have it backward,” he pointed out. “And you’re the one with the science degree.”
 
   Julie narrowed her eyes, the pizza halting midway to her mouth. 
 
   “Surface-to-area ratio,” he clarified. “The mouse has a higher metabolism than the elephant.” 
 
   Julie shook her head. “The only thing you’ve proved, Nick,” she said, “is that you’re better off sticking to business. A gram of mouse tissue has a higher metabolic rate than a gram of elephant tissue, but there’s a whole hell of lot more grams in an elephant. Therefore, over all, the elephant still has a much higher metabolism.” Julie looked so smug that Nicholas couldn’t help grinning at her despite himself. If anyone could correct him, it was Julie Miller. She was the only one allowed to cross him, and for reasons unknown to him, whenever she did gave him great pleasure.
 
   “Well said, Miss Miller,” he told her, filling their glasses for a third time. Julie reached for hers only to stop with the glass raised midair. 
 
   “You’re not trying to get me drunk, are you?” she asked, her brows knit in skepticism. 
 
   “Of course not,” he lied. She took a large swig before setting the glass down and wiping her mouth with the back of her hand. 
 
   “You can try, Nick,” she said between mouthfuls of pizza, “but I’m still not going to sleep with you, no matter how much Rheingold I drink.”
 
   “Don’t worry,” he remarked drily. “It’s not sleep I have in mind.” 
 
   ***
 
   To her credit, Julie managed to exit Geraldi’s without stumbling. Nicholas walked next to her, his hand hovering nearby, ready to support her at the first sign of swaying. But Julie seemed determined to prove her sobriety and independence, and she pulled it off too. Outside, Nicholas eyed his bike. Could Julie really stay on the back? Taking her by the chin, he tilted her face to meet his. Her dilated pupils made him skeptical. 
 
   “Maybe I should have a car sent around,” he suggested. They’d shared three pitchers of beer, and all but two slices of a large pepperoni pizza. True to her word, Julie kept up with him. Yet, here she stood, zipping his jacket and rolling the sleeves, swaying only the tiniest bit in the cold night air. 
 
   “Nope,” she insisted. “I’m fine.” He shook his head, marveling at her stamina for someone so small. They heard thunder, and Julie felt a drop of rain on her skin.
 
   “Nick,” she whispered, turning to him. “Listen. It’s the thunderstorm. Just as back then. You remember?” She came close to him, her eyes looking straight into his. 
 
   “I do,” he answered. 
 
   Nick slid his helmet over her head and buckled the clasp, his fingers brushing the velvety skin of her throat. He paused, an old familiar ache building inside him. She leaned into him, his heart thudding loudly. 
 
   “Kiss me, Nick,” she whispered. Had he really heard her right? Nick looked in Julie’s face, and she smiled back, her lips parted. Maybe it was just the alcohol talking. Had this been another woman, he would have gladly taken what he wanted, sober or not. But when it came to Julie, Nicholas wanted to know she truly wanted him. Tempted, he brushed his thumb against her flushed cheek, warming his hand. 
 
   “Are you not angry with me anymore?” he asked. The moment the words left his mouth, Nicholas mentally kicked himself. Her eyelids shot open, sparking a green flame as her body stiffened, the old hostility returning with a vengeance. She opened her mouth to speak, but this time, Nicholas didn’t hesitate. Gripping her firmly by the shoulders, he brought his mouth down hard, crushing her lips against his. Nick expected her to fight back, to bite him even, but Julie just melted into it. He groaned when her tongue met his, exploring him with equal passion, her taste bringing back so many memories of rainy nights just like this so long ago. 
 
   Nicholas’ hands slid under Julia’s T-shirt and along her smooth skin, pulling her body closer. Julie was in a daze, lost, transfixed. She moaned, rubbing her slight frame against him. Nick’s mind went wild with the thought of her naked skin against his. It was all he could do to keep from taking her right there on the sidewalk. He tore his mouth from Julie’s mouth, running a hot trail of kisses to her ear. 
 
   “Jules,” he heard himself groan. Her hands slid over Nick’s chest, rubbing his nipples through the T-shirt. 
 
   After all of this time, after all of the nights he had spent wondering how he had let this precious little thing get away from him, she had fallen back into his life. And she wanted him, wanted him now. With his cock beginning to strain inside his clothing, he squeezed her tiny hand in his, and he leaned back against her, silently thanking any god that was listening.
 
   They stumbled to a darkened side street, one that ran past the back of a number of buildings, and that was contained behind a series of high chain link fences. Hand in hand, they turned and followed the dark alley until they were safely out of sight of the main street.
 
   When they had walked to a point that Nicholas judged was sufficiently dark and quiet, he stopped, his heart pounding, and he tugged Julia’s hand gently and guided her back against the fence. With an unsteady step, Julia complied. Through the darkness, he could clearly make out the look of pleading desire in her eyes that he remembered well from so long ago.
 
   He would have her again. Right here and now.
 
   Kissing her, he pressed her hands back against the fence, and she wrapped her fingers around it. The gesture was so madly submissive, and it made her firm little breasts press urgently against the fabric of her shirt. He snaked a hand up underneath it, across the smooth warmth of her belly. He pushed the shirt up towards her neck, his hand finally cupping her now exposed breast.
 
   Oh God, it had been so long since he had felt that beautiful thing in the grasp of his hand. She moaned as he roughly caressed it. That was it; she liked it a little rough, didn’t she? He pinched her nipple hard before bringing his hands down, under her rumpled shirt, to her waist.
 
   She moaned softly. So, she still liked it that way, he thought to himself.
 
   Emboldened, he grasped the waistband of her little pajama bottoms and pulled them down hard, taking them down to the ground. Her hands still entwined in the fence, she stood, then, bared to the night.
 
   He was intoxicated by the familiar sweet smell of her, and the sight of her, and the feel of her bare flesh against his.
 
   Staring up at her bare sex, Nick was once again captivated by her raw beauty. With her hands wrapped around the fence behind her, and her legs spread apart, she was a sight from his dreams.  
 
   Her little legs shivered in the dark alley, and he knew what she liked, and he gave it to her. He leaned in and teased her clit with his tongue, smiling, from down there, as her body writhed uncontrollably, just as it used to for him, when he gave that special pleasure to her.
 
   She rocked against him, leaving his face wet with her proof of arousal.  
 
   “Oh, Jules,” he moaned, with his mouth against her, using his pet name for her. “Come for me, Jules.”
 
   And she did.
 
   He loved the old familiar way that her body quivered when her orgasm took her, and the sounds of pleasure she made. Someone turned on a light in the alley as she moaned for him, and he looked up at the bared parts of her body in the pale light. God, she is beautiful, he thought.
 
   As her orgasm subsided, Julia unwrapped one hand from the fence and grabbed Nicholas by the hair, drawing him up to her mouth for a kiss. Still wet and pungent from pleasing her, he complied. She made no secret of tasting her juices on him; that had always driven him wild.  “I love tasting myself on you,” Julie gasped, pulling his mouth down to her lips. Nick’s head spun. Heart pounding, he fumbled with his belt, his mouth never leaving hers for a second. Her hands met his, impatiently working the buttons on his fly.
 
   Nick reached up, taking her little hand in his, and massaging it gently for a moment, he pushed it back up to its place on the fence. She gripped it again, and held on, while he rushed to open his pants.
 
   “Christ,” Nicholas swore when her small hand encircled his fully engorged cock, sending a new shiver of desire tearing across his flesh. Impatient, he pushed her hand aside. Nicholas wanted to be only one place anymore, and that was deep inside Julie. Grabbing her behind the knees, he lifted her to his waist. 
 
   Dropping them, his hardness came out into the night there in the alley, and he wasted no time pressing it up against her wetness. Ten years of desire wrapped itself into that one moment, and there was only one place he wanted to be. It was her little wet place, and he knew she was ready.  The chain-link fence rattled audibly as he thrust into her with one swift movement. Julie clung to him, her arms flung around his neck. He pounded into her repeatedly, his body growing hotter with each second. “Oh, yes,” she breathed as his penis touched her there.  “Please,” and he thrust himself into her.  “Oh, God yes,” she moaned, and he felt her starting to come just from his rough penetration of her.
 
   He drove into her slender little body insistently, not caring at all about the noise they were making against the fence in the night.  As she clung to the fence, she wrapped her pale slender thighs around his waist, pulling herself against him to meet each of his thrusts.
 
   She felt so good; how could he ever have let this go? In the last ten years, nothing had given him as much pleasure as this moment. He opened his eyes, pulling back enough to see her face. He wanted to watch her, to know she was here with him now—that he wasn’t in some suite with a nameless blonde, fantasizing about Julie. Her fiery green eyes met his; for a moment, he saw a small smile pass over her lips, and then he felt her clench around him.
 
   As she accepted his thrusts[bookmark: _GoBack], Julie’s moans and her wetness, were more than enough. Nicholas emptied himself into her as they both cried out into the night. 
 
   

 
   

Chapter 4Julie groaned. Her mouth felt dry as she licked her lips in a futile attempt to moisten them. Her head hurt, but even more important, she had to pee something fierce. Cautiously, she cracked her eyes just enough to see, the light shooting daggers through her brain. She tried to sit up, only to discover something heavy around her waist, pinning her to the bed. Slowly, Julie turned her head and gasped, her hand shooting up to her mouth to stifle the sound. 
 
   Next to her, naked as a jaybird, lay none other than Nick Maxwell, his lithe arm slung over her waist and his big palm cupping her equally naked breast. Suddenly, the previous night’s events flooded back. She and Nick had gotten drunk at Geraldi’s, their old favorite hangout, and then... Julie flushed at the memory... they’d had sex in an alleyway. Oh, dear God! Julie slapped her palm against her forehead, as a wave of shame cascaded over her. Had anyone seen them? They must have been watched. It wasn’t as though Geraldi’s was in an isolated location. It was smack dab in the heart of Little Italy. 
 
                  The rest of the night was a blur. At some point, she remembered Nick hailing a cab to Fifth Avenue. She had giggled something about his being a class-A uptown snob. They’d made out like two freshmen in the back of the cab, and the next thing she remembered was stripping off their clothes inside his apartment and collapsing on his bed. 
 
   She glanced at her bedmate, face pressed against her naked shoulder. Judging by the breathing, Nick was sound asleep. Right here, right now, he didn’t look like the cold, calculating businessman the world knew. She couldn’t resist brushing a lock of brown hair aside as it curled toward his eyebrows. He looked like the young man she had once loved. She had seen him like this so many times before in her dorm room at NYU. 
 
   Julie glanced around the opulent bedroom and shook her head in disbelief. Nick might look like that ch that arming schoolboy now, but in reality, he was anything but. The room spoke volumes about his recent successes and conquests. She hadn’t believed that apartments of this proportion could exist in land-restricted Manhattan. The bed was bigger than Julie’s bedroom in her tiny Bronx apartment. 
 
   Looking at the New York skyline, she suddenly felt as far from Nick as she’d ever been. He might be lying next to her now, but Nick might as well be worlds away. Julia shook her head in disbelief of what she had done. She told herself that he was wrong about her, that what he wanted from her would never happen… yet it did. What a mistake. She’d been caught up remembering the good old days, but those days were gone; he was a different person from a different world, and this apartment proved it. A person that betrayed her in the worst possible way; something she could not forgive or forget.
 
   Carefully, she lifted his heavy arm from her waist, deciding to leave before he woke. She didn’t belong there. Not a model or an heiress, she was just Julie Miller, a nurse in the Bronx. Freed from his arm, she wiggled from under the tangled sheets. 
 
   The movement stirred Nick. “Where are you going, Jules?” he murmured, lifting his head, eyes half opened. Julie froze, her feet dangling over the edge of the bed. 
 
   “To the bathroom,” she improvised, suddenly fearing he wouldn’t let her leave. 
 
   “First door on the left,” he yawned, flopping back down on the pillow. Satisfied, Julie headed for the door. First, she had to find her clothing strewn about the apartment. She grimaced at the sight of her pajamas. That’s right. Nick managed to take her out last night wearing just this. It would be an epic walk of shame leaving his apartment wearing flannel bottoms, pink slippers, and a T-shirt. Fortunately, other than Nick, she didn’t know a damn person who lived in this ritzy neighborhood, so if she left quickly, it would all be OK.
 
   Julie managed to dress down to one missing slipper. Quickly, she searched the rooms, each seemingly bigger than the last. At last, she spotted the wayward slipper on the floor in the foyer; she must have lost it the moment they’d stumbled into the apartment. Julie stooped to grab the slipper off the marble floor. She was about to put it on when a key turned in the front door. She scrambled to get out of the way, but the handle turned, and before she could react, the door cracked open. 
 
   “Nicholas, darling,” cooed a woman’s voice. “I’m back from Europe…” The woman stopped short at the sight of Julie, her perfectly painted face registering a mixture of shock and recognition. Julie swallowed hard. Drawing herself to her full height, she squared her shoulders, determined to meet the woman head on. “Who the heck are you?” the woman sneered, her manicured fingers thrust against her slim hips. Julie stiffened.
 
   “Tina? I should have known.” Julie found her voice, using her nurse’s false bravado. Tina stared hard at Julie, ran one hand through her golden curls, and let out a boisterous laugh. 
 
   “Julie? Poor Nicholas,” she purred. “I’m gone for only a week, and it seems he’s gotten so desperate that he managed to dig you out of the gutter.” Despite herself, Julie felt her heart sink. 
 
   Nick literally had dug her out of the gutter. Besides, she didn’t belong to this world. Nick hadn’t belonged in it at one time, either, but that changed, and Julie would do well to remember that. Julia had no one to blame but herself. She had promised herself not to act foolishly, but here she was again. Would she ever learn? 
 
   “If you’ll please step aside,” Julie spoke through clenched teeth. “I was just on my way out.” 
 
   “Honey,” Tina smiled at her, “you were on your way out long ago. Maybe next time, you won’t get lost and wander where you don’t belong.” Julie felt tears prick at the corners of her eyes. Wasn’t the past enough of an embarrassment? Did she really have to rub it in? And Nick, that selfish bastard. Done with his old ways, and Tina still has a key to his apartment. 
 
   “Look,” she blurted, her icy demeanor having melted into tears. “I really need to go.”
 
   Tina pursed her full lips in mock sympathy, opening the door wide for Julie to exit. Julie scrambled out the door. Not bothering with the elevator, she hit the stairs instead. Outside, a blast of cool morning air nearly froze her to the bones. To her dismay, Julie realized that she’d neglected to bring her wallet or phone when she hopped on the back of Nick’s motorcycle last night. Without money or phone, it would be a long walk back to the Bronx. Face down, she wept as she trudged toward home. 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 5
 
   Nicholas sighed with relief when he felt Julie return to bed; she’d been gone for too long. Rolling over, still half asleep, he pulled her into his arms, her bare flesh pressing against him. Nick buried his face in her hair, inhaled, and froze. The perfume did not belong to Julie. 
 
   His eyes shot open. 
 
   “Where’s Julie? What the hell are you doing here?” he asked and darted to the other side of the bed in search of his underwear.
 
   “Oh, Nicholas,” Tina chortled from her position on the bed. She lay sprawled on the mattress, flaunting the tantalizing outline of her slim legs. But Nicholas couldn’t care less, fumbling for his underwear on the other end of the bed. “You needn’t cover up. It’s not as though you have anything I haven’t seen before,” Tina continued.
 
   “How did you get in here? Where the hell is Julie?” Nicholas asked, reaching for his cell phone. He looked around the room, realizing Julie’s clothes were gone.
 
   “Nicholas,” Tina pursed her lips, indicating hurt. “I know I haven’t seen you in ages, but it’s not as if we’re strangers.” 
 
   “Tina,” Nick’s hand ran through his unruly hair, “it’s over. I told you that. You need to leave. And I’ll change the locks this time.” He thought his getting his key back a few months ago was enough, but apparently not. Meanwhile, Tina stretched like a cat on his king-sized bed. 
 
   “I just don’t understand, Nicholas,” Tina pouted, clearly having no intention of leaving. “Everything between us was so good.” She pushed herself up on her knees as Nicholas turned his head, embarrassed by her wanton displays. “Is this because of that girl you used to date? You know, Nicholas, I’ve always been understanding. I knew you saw other women, but I didn’t let it get between us. Why does this have to be any different?”
 
   Nicholas didn’t get a response on either number Tom sent him the day before. Julie. Why did it have to be any different? Nicholas had asked himself this question so many times. Why was Julie so different from all the other women in his life? Aside from the obvious, that Julie wasn’t a model, he wasn’t sure why he felt the way he did about her. When he’d seen her at the hospital yesterday, he just knew he wanted her, but wasn’t sure why. Usually, the morning after was when Nicholas Maxwell lost interest. Obviously, this was not the case here.
 
   “Where did Julie go? Did you see her?” he repeated and looked down at Tina who remained motionless on the bed.
 
   “She left. I saw her walking out. Why are you so worried about it?” Tina asked.
 
   “Shit,” Nicholas muttered.
 
   Julie had been so real to him. Everything about Tina was fake. Those weren’t her real nails. And blonde certainly wasn’t her real hair color. He was no expert, but he suspected her nose was enhanced as well. And that was just the tip of the iceberg. 
 
   Nicholas had never said anything when Tina wanted another surgery or went on another diet. She was beautiful in her way, of course, and having her on his arm gave him some status and admiration. But now, as he looked at her, Nick wondered why he had kept her in his life so long. 
 
   Things between them had gotten stale throughout the years. And yes, he had liaisons with other women, and yes, Tina didn’t mind as long as he came back to her. But after a while, even that arrangement no longer satisfied. He didn’t want Tina back, not now, not ever. Sighing, he turned his back on her and headed to the bathroom.
 
   “You had better hope you didn’t tell her anything,” he said.
 
   “Honey...”
 
   “Listen to me. Get out of here, Tina,” he called over his shoulder. “There’s nothing here for you anymore.” 
 
   ***
 
   Nicholas burst through the breakroom door. Finding the room empty, he ran a hand through his hair. Where was she? Julie hadn’t been in her apartment or the hospital, even though she was supposed to come in. How had Julie gotten home this morning? Tina must have told her something. He turned and paced the floor of the breakroom. No doubt, Julie had been upset about running into Tina after all these years. And there’s no word to what Julie could have heard from her.
 
   Nicholas exited the breakroom and made his way down a long corridor. He’d already searched every room in the children’s burn ward. None of the employees in regular or intensive care had seen her; only other place was the ER, a place she never worked in before. Reaching for his phone, Nick rang Tom and was about to ask his assistant to go by Julie’s apartment again when he spied Julie turning a corner down a far hall. 
 
   “Jules!” he called to her, jogging to catch up. He stuffed the phone back into his pocket, not bothering to say good-bye to Tom. Julie turned at the sound of his voice, and seeing him, hurried off in the opposite direction. 
 
   “Julie!” he shouted again, picking up his pace. She rounded a corner and disappeared. Nicholas caught up just as a utility door slammed shut. 
 
   “Jules,” he called softly outside the door, rapping gently. No answer. He tried the handle. It turned easily, but it felt as if something—or rather someone—pressed against the other side, blocking the door. “Are you in there?” he asked. A muffled sound came from the inside. He pushed on the door again, a little more forcefully this time, then cleared his throat and took a deep breath. 
 
   “Come out,” he insisted. “I know you’re upset, but let me explain.” Still no answer. He glanced down the hall and spotted an elderly couple sitting on the bench. The couple watched him with unconcealed amusement. Nicholas turned his attention to the door and tried one more time. 
 
   “Julie, look, I’m sorry about...” He hated to say her name. “Tina,” he finished at last. “I want you to know that she means nothing to me.” He cleared his throat and leaned in closer, his voice coming out in a raspy whisper. “In fact, she never meant anything to me.” Suddenly, the door flung open wide, and Nicholas nearly lost his balance as he met Julie’s bloodshot eyes. 
 
   “Never?” she said, the green flecks in her eyes glowing dangerously. Her skin seemed blotchy, and he couldn’t help noticing her rumpled attire. She stood, feet shoulder width apart, arms akimbo. “If she never meant a thing to you, then I must have meant even less, or you wouldn’t have cheated on me with that slut ten years ago!” 
 
   “Tell me,” she seethed, her voice raising an octave. “If that bitch meant nothing, exactly how much did I mean to you?” Nicholas glanced around. Not only were the elderly couple all ears now, but he and Julie were also attracting a small crowd of hospital workers and patients. 
 
   “Julie,” he tried to soothe her, reaching out to place his hands on her upper arms. “Let’s go somewhere private where we can talk about this.” She thrust his hands aside, anger spewing from her like molten lava from a volcano. 
 
   “I see,” she snickered. “When you embarrassed me before all our friends and acquaintances back in the day, it was fine and dandy. But now that the attention is on you, you want some privacy, isn’t that so?” She turned to go, but Nicholas caught her by the elbows and pushed her into the utility closet, following closely. He slammed the door shut behind them. 
 
   “What are you doing? Let me go!” she said
 
   “How can you be so cold one moment, hot the next, and then cold again?” he questioned her, eyes vainly seeking her in the darkness. “Have you forgotten last night already?” 
 
   “Yes!” she hissed. “I managed to erase it while I walked back to the Bronx in my pajamas, freezing to death!” 
 
   “I would have given you a ride…” 
 
   “No, thanks,” she interrupted. “You had to spend some time with your girlfriend. I’m sure she was there ready for you, her legs spread and everything.” 
 
   “Dammit!” Nicholas swore. “For the love of God, shut up.” It was all he could do to keep himself together. He didn’t want Tina—never really wanted her—and he needed Julie to understand that. 
 
   “You shut up!” she cried, trying to break free.
 
   “Julie, I’ve had it with you,” he said. “I want you, not Tina; that’s why I’m here, understand?”
 
   “I don’t believe you.”
 
   “I’ll prove it,” he said, and his hands found Julie’s shoulders as he roughly pushed her against the wall of the closet. His lips didn’t need a light to find hers.
 
   “You lying jerk, let me go; stop it!” she yelled, trying to break free of him. Ignoring her pleas, he kept going. Gradually, she yielded, her body softening, as if giving him the benefit of the doubt. 
 
   Nick couldn’t get her undressed fast enough. Yanking on the ties of her scrubs, he slid them down and removed her sneakers. He didn’t bother to remove the top entirely, instead, pushing it over her breasts and expertly unhooking her bra.
 
   “You don’t want me, Nick. Let me go,” she uttered.
 
   “Of course I want you,” he told her, his face buried in the soft nape of her neck.  
 
   “Let me show you how much.”  He pressed her roughly against the wall of the break room, his hand on her breast.
 
   Nicholas resumed his assault, this time grabbing the lobes of her ass with his hands and pulling her tightly towards him.  “What can I do to prove it to you?” he challenged her, grinding his body against hers.
 
   He pressed his mouth, too, against hers, and he could feel her body slowly relaxing, giving in to him.  He began to smell that familiar soft scent of her growing desire. In the harsh white florescent light of the break room, with its cold edges of countertops and cheap plastic chairs, Nicholas hesitated for barely a moment. Reaching over, he locked the break room door.
 
   He pulled her to him, running his hands from her hips to her breasts over the light cotton scrubs, before tugging at the slip-knot in the little blue drawstring that held up her pants. He quickly undressed her, leaving only her top pressed up around her neck, with her unclasped bra tangled up in it.
 
   Nick pulled her face to his for a kiss, at the same time that he pinched and tugged at her nipples until she moaned into his mouth. This brought Nicholas to the next level of desire, and he undid his pants, thrusting them down to the floor.
 
   With his hands in her hair, he pressed Julie down to her knees on the floor.  The door to the break room was rattling as someone tried the handle. 
 
   With a hand to her shoulder, Nick forced Julie to bend at the waist over the break-room table.  As the door to the room rattled again, he swatted her bare ass hard with his hand, causing her to jump. She quickly put one of her own hands over her mouth to keep from crying out from the stinging it gave her.
 
   Nick was standing behind her now, and she could feel his hard penis seeking out her wet hole.  “Yes,” he breathed, finding it and forcefully driving himself inside her from behind.
 
   In response, Julie thrust her smooth little bare bottom back against him, taking him as deep as she could. 
 
   “I hate you,” she half-sobbed, her face buried in his shirt, her voice drowning out in her own moans of pleasure. Nicholas nearly lost control at the sound of her voice. He loved making her come that way, and hearing her moans was nearly enough to send him over the edge. 
 
   If he had to choose between her orgasm and his, he’d choose hers any day. He slowed down, willing himself into a steady rhythm. His heart pounding inside his chest, he moved in and out of her, one warm thick inch at a time.
 
   As he slid in and out of her, he reached up and caressed her shoulder with one hand.  “You believe me now, huh? Or it’s still not enough.”
 
   In response, Julie practically growled back at him, “No,” and she continued to thrust her ass back against him, urging him to quicken his pace again.  
 
   Hearing this, he grabbed her hair and pulled her head back, and resumed pounding himself into her with powerful thrusts, his body slapping against hers and pushing her roughly against the table’s sharp edge.
 
                  At last, when he sensed that he could not last much longer, he breathed urgently to her.  “Come for me.” And gasping and pushing back furiously against him, Julie did as she was told. Nicholas felt her clenching around him and he released his grip on her hair so that he could reach around and cover her mouth with his hand, muffling the sound of her pleasure. 
 
   Then finally, as he felt her wetness spreading out and down his hard shaft, he let himself have his release, and the feel of it bursting inside her sent Julie shuddering once more. He lay on top of the table right next to her as they both remained silent except for the sounds of their heavy breathing.
 
   “I think you like that,” he finally said.
 
   “It was okay,” Julie lied, still resentful of him.
 
    “You believe me now?” he asked.
 
   She sighed. “The fact that you even came back here shows something. But the short answer is no,” she said.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 6
 
   “You can’t be serious!” Amy exclaimed on the other side of the line. “You can’t get back with him! Nick Maxwell cheated on you.” Julie shifted uneasily, moving the phone to her other ear. 
 
   “I didn’t forget, Sis,” she told Amy. “And don’t get me wrong, I don’t trust him entirely. But I don’t know; I ran into him, and he just caught me. I knew it was stupid, but I couldn’t help it. And I’m still resentful of what he did but he’s showing some signs of hope. Maybe he can change?” 
 
   “You don’t sound very confident. So where is he taking you again?” Amy asked.
 
   “I don’t know,” Julie answered, making her way to the bathroom to grab her makeup bag. “He says it’s a surprise, and I should take enough clothes for a weekend. He’s trying to convince me he’s changed and wants to get back with me.” 
 
   “Oh, God,” she heard Amy groan. “What about work?” Amy asked. “How could you possibly get a whole weekend off? The hospital is understaffed. They’ll never let you leave.” 
 
   “He cleared my schedule,” Julie answered, packing her toothbrush in a travel container and slipping it in the makeup bag. 
 
   “What? How?”
 
   Julie sighed. “He owns Legacy Emanuel now,” she explained. Amy groaned again, this time even louder. 
 
   “Christ!” she exclaimed. “He’s your boss too? You know this isn’t going to work, right?” Julie felt herself grow hot with indignation. Why couldn’t Amy just be positive? Then, she didn’t have to dig too deep to find the answer to that one. When Nick cheated on her, Amy was the one who flew in from Florida to support her. Still, Julie felt more and more resentment as she talked to Amy. Was it because Julie didn’t feel supported? Because Amy was not giving Nick a fair chance? Or maybe because deep inside, she knew Amy was right?
 
   “It would be nice to get a little support once in a while.” Julie regretted the words the moment they left her mouth. 
 
   “I always support you!” Amy insisted. “Remember who you called all those nights when Nick was too busy making his millions to be bothered with you. Or have you forgotten that too? He didn’t just cheat on you, you know. That was only the coup de grâce. He is a workaholic. Too busy for you. Never around. People rarely change, you know.” 
 
   “I have to go,” Julie snapped, her patience having worn completely. Sometimes, she wished Amy didn’t have to be so honest all the time. 
 
   She flipped her laptop open, deciding to transfer some money into her checking account. Julie thought about Nick and the time they had the night before. It seemed for a second they were back in the old days. When she was with him at Geraldi’s, the beer and the reminiscing made her forget.
 
   But when she woke in his penthouse the morning after it didn’t feel like Nick anymore, it was Nicholas Maxwell. The Nicholas Maxwell who didn’t want a real relationship. The Nicholas Maxwell who was too busy for her. The Nicholas Maxwell who sold her out in the worst possible way. That’s what he had devolved into based on what Julie heard, and she’d be well advised to remember that. 
 
   It was appalling how he could have changed, and Julie saw the signs of those changes when she was with him. But Nick was a good guy. A guy who would stay awake late into the night to read science-fiction stories to her, who ate anything she cooked regardless of how experimental it was, and who sang along to the Cure when he thought no one was listening. That Nick made her comfortable in a way no one else ever had. Didn’t he deserve a second chance just for that, even if a slim one? She wasn’t sure.
 
   She glanced at her watch. Nick would be here anytime now. Her account information finally loaded, and Julie scrolled down to make the transaction. At the sight of her balance, she nearly fell off the couch. Clamping her hand over her mouth, she stifled any sounds that came out. This couldn’t be right. Jumping to her feet, Julie hurried to her desk where she kept her bank statements. 
 
   On the desk, Julie searched through the mail. She knew she’d seen her newest statement in today’s mail. Her hand grazed over an envelope. It was from her student loan holder, which was strange because her bill wasn’t due for another few weeks. Sliding her index finger under the lip, Julie tore it open. She had to sit down when she read the letter. 
 
   It thanked her for her business and informed her that her account had been closed with a zero balance. Paid off? She scrutinized the name and address to make sure it was really meant for her. Finding her name on the envelope, she scratched her head. But that didn’t make any sense. She still owed money, a lot of money. Julie had calculated she would be almost forty by the time this day came. How could it have been paid off? Did Nick…?
 
   Someone knocked on the door. 
 
   ***
 
   It all made sense now. Julie dropped the letter on the desk. Nick paid off her student loans and God only knows what else and then dumped more money than she knew what to do with in her checking account. But how did he get her bank account number? She didn’t even know you could do that. Julie’s pulse quickened and her face flushed red with anger. 
 
   Why did he have to make everything about money? She wasn’t one of his two-bit whores. She might have a lot of debt, but she was self-sufficient, and she didn’t need a sugar daddy. Jumping up, she ran to the door and threw it open, intending to give Nick a piece of her mind.
 
   However, the older, wiry man on the other side of her door wasn’t Nick. “Good afternoon, Miss Miller.” He politely tipped his hat. Without a word, he brushed past her, picking up the overnight bag off the couch and heading back out the door.
 
   “Wait,” Julie cried, stumbling after him, down the steps of her apartment building, and to the waiting limousine at the curb. “Where’s Nick?” Julie already knew the answer when the driver spoke. His words sank to the pit of her stomach, feeding the growing dread there. 
 
   “He had an important meeting that couldn’t wait,” her driver informed her. “He said to take you to the airport, and he’ll meet you there.” The driver held the door open for her after depositing her knapsack in the trunk. Julie remained rooted to the ground. Instead of showing up on time to be with her, Nick—or rather Nicholas Maxwell—had dumped a lot of money in her lap. Julie couldn’t help feeling a cold sense of déjà vu wash over her. Maybe Amy was right. People rarely change. 
 
   “I can’t.” Julie looked pointedly at the limo’s open door. “I need to talk to Nick first.”
 
   “Mr. Maxwell said he’ll meet you at the airport,” the driver repeated. “If you want to talk to him, I suggest you get in, Miss Miller.” Julie sighed. Nick had to understand she wanted a real relationship, not one where her affections could be bought. She would talk to him tonight. Amy might have been right that people rarely change, but the operating word was rarely, not never. 
 
   “Julie,” she told the driver, ducking her head as she got in. “Just call me Julie, not Miss Miller.” 
 
   “Of course, Miss Miller,” the driver nodded before shutting the door. 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 7
 
   Julie sat in Nick’s private jet alone, sighing as she looked out the window. She could barely make out the Golden Gate Bridge as the plane descended. Julie had mixed feelings about Nick’s surprise. On the one hand, she had loved San Francisco since college and had always talked about wanting to live there. Nick must have remembered, which was thoughtful. On the other hand, why hadn’t he shown up himself? 
 
   Her personal steward collected the untouched champagne in preparation for landing. Idly, Julie‘s hand ran over the leather upholstery. She wondered how many women Nick had brought to this cabin. He could have whisked them away in this jet to romantic destinations, from Paris and Rome to Bermuda. She closed her eyes and mentally prepared herself for landing. 
 
   Julie wasn’t surprised to find a limo with another bottle of champagne waiting when she exited the aircraft. This time, Julie poured herself a large glass. She didn’t feel comfortable with all this pomp and wished more than anything she could have hopped on Nick’s bike again. Flying in his private jet had only made her feel more distant. Sighing, she drained the glass. 
 
   The driver didn’t take her to a giant hotel as Julie had expected. Instead, the car stopped in front of an Edwardian townhouse overlooking the bay. The sight of the four-story structure took Julie by surprise. Slack-jawed, she hopped out of the limo, not waiting for the driver’s assistance. Her eyes skimmed the classic San Franciscan architectural features, the bay windows and Spanish tiles. Tall and narrow, the townhouse rose from the steep sloping sidewalk. Heart pounding, Julie mounted the marble steps, taking them two at a time to the front door. 
 
   “So beautiful!” she murmured under her breath. Shaking her head, she gazed at the mosaic pattern around the heavy wood door. There was something familiar about the house, as if Julie had been here before, but she just couldn’t understand where she had seen this house with the beautiful pomegranate tiles before. Julie ran her fingers over the pink pomegranates. 
 
   The last of the sun’s rays filled the interior as she pushed the front door open. Inside, she found a large mahogany staircase dominating the entryway. A pair of double doors led to an intimate drawing room containing a baby grand piano. A portrait of the first lady of the house hung above the ornate fireplace. Julie lounged against a dais, wearing a green sari that mirrored the green flecks in her eyes, feeling some kinship with the woman in the painting, but not knowing why. 
 
   Down the hall, she discovered more rooms, including a kitchen large enough to accommodate an entire restaurant. The downstairs was dominated mostly by the garage and a media room that included an inhome theater and an old-fashioned billiards table. On the top floor, Julie found a large master suite leading out to a rooftop patio. Pushing the doors open, Julie inhaled the salty San Francisco air. The panoramic views of the marina and twin peaks took her breath away. She could see parts of Oakland and the tips of the Golden Gate bridge peeking out from the fog. In the center of the bay, she could even make out the tiny island of Alcatraz. 
 
   She made her way back inside and collapsed on the canopied bed. Nick had spared no expense in decorating, either. The house boasted all the modern comforts with touches of antiquity that maintained an authentic feel. She spread on the bed, sinking into its lush depths. Suddenly tired from the jet ride and the champagne, Julie closed her eyes. 
 
    She awakened to a kiss, her body responding before she could think. Julie opened her eyes just as Nick placed his roughened palms against her cheeks, leaning in and deepening their kiss. His sensuous lips moved against hers, gentle at first, but gradually growing more demanding. Nick collapsed on the bed, covering her body with his. 
 
   Julie loved the feel of his heavy body on hers. She cradled Nick’s hips between her slim thighs, arms wrapped tightly around his broad back. Nick groaned as her fingertips stroked the sinewy muscles lining his spinal column. Nick ran a hot trail of kisses to her earlobe, tugging at it lightly. 
 
   “You still angry with me?” he whispered.
 
   “Nick, don’t spoil the moment, just hush,” she replied.
 
   “I know of a little something I could do to try and make things up to you,” he said.
 
   “No, it’s my turn this time.”
 
   Still waking up, she brought herself to her knees at the foot of the bed, and she alternated between stroking and mouthing the bulge in the front of his jeans.
 
   She touched his belt, and then looked up pleadingly at him, still touching herself down there with her other hand. Reading her gesture correctly, Nick lowered his pants, but she stopped them and held them just above his knees. They were not going to hurry, not yet, not while he let her have anything to do with it.
 
   And he might not; he might take firm control of her at any moment.  Until then, she was going to savor being back in his bed.
 
   She drew his beautiful cock to her mouth and kissed it just under the tip.  That was one of those places, one of those things that she knew. And it had the desired effect: he went from thick and firm to hard in an instant.
 
   She opened her mouth and took just the tip of him inside, letting her tongue play down from the tip to that sensitive place underneath.  Nick let out a soft moan and placed his hands on the back of her head, but still letting her set the pace and the depth in her mouth.
 
   At first, as she continued to masturbate herself with one hand, she used the other to stroke the base of his shaft.  But as her jaw slowly relaxed and she was able to take him closer to the back of her throat, she used her free hand to reach up and unbutton his shirt. She loved the feel of his bare skin to her touch, and right now she wanted more of it. At last, with a shrug of his shoulders, the shirt fell to the floor.
 
   She released him from her mouth and took him then instead with her hand. God, it felt so big and hard in her little fingers. She stroked him gently as she reached up and sucked on each of his tiny nipples in turn, smiling quietly to herself at his sharp intakes of breath. Once again, those things that she knew. The things she could do to him. Still stroking him slowly, she pressed her teeth playfully against his nipple before letting it go so she could speak.
 
   “Do you know how it hurt me, when you did what you did?  I don’t know which was worse, hating you or missing you.”
 
   “You miss those games we used to play?” he asked.
 
   “I think I should take a page from your book and tie you up and spank you,” she added.  And, as she knew, this last comment just pushed him too far.
 
   His eyes shot open, and he grabbed both of her hands – the one that was stroking him as well as the one that had been touching her own sex all along.  
 
   “I dominate you in bed, not the other way around. Understood?”
 
   She tried to conceal her smile: this after all was what she really wanted.
 
   He held both her tiny wrists in one hand and, looking around, found his own shirt was the closest thing he could use to tie them together.  He wrapped the cloth around her arms and bound them tight and secure behind her back.  She pretended to struggle, but she knew well about his skill with knots.  She would not free herself now without his help.
 
   Once her wrists were bound, Nick rolled her onto her back on the bed.  He peeled out of the pants that she had left at his knees, and he moved to stand above her, his erection just above her wide-open eyes, pointing down across her now completely vulnerable bare body.
 
   He stroked himself a few times.  “Isn’t that what you like? Didn’t you miss that?”  His voice got low as he went on.  “I think you did.”
 
   But instead of continuing to stroke himself there, he slid onto the bed beside her and drew his face down toward her exposed sex.
 
   He had always been a skillful oral lover, and Julie moaned as Nick brought his mouth to her, teasing her clit with his tongue.
 
   He knew her body like no one else ever had.  Again and again, he brought her just to the edge of her climax before drawing his head back and giving her nothing more than his warm breath. Each time he denied her release, her writhing and moaning became more desperately plaintive, until at last he kept his tongue there firmly against her and she bucked herself against his face, giving herself the orgasm she so desperately needed.
 
   He sat up, then, and wiped her generous moisture from his face with the back of his hand.
 
   “My turn, now, babe,” he said as he flipped her over on her belly. Reaching under her, he lifted her hips so that her beautiful ass was better presented to him. Reaching between her thighs with one hand to touch her wetness again, he said, “Jules, you have such a great ass.”
 
   With her face pressed into the covers, she blushed at this. He even pressed his thumb against her tight little opening there, and said, “someday…,” without finishing the thought.
 
   Instead, he crawled behind her and guided himself to the warm wetness that waited for him. And he teased her again by just leaving the hard tip of himself against her, pressing it ever so slightly inside her before withdrawing just to the outside of her lips.
 
   He stayed there, with the two of them just barely touching that way, as she strained to press herself up against him, until at last she gave in and begged him.
 
   “Oh my God, Nick, please, come on; please!”
 
   He started out slowly, pressing every inch of himself into her, savoring her hot wetness, and the occasional quiver her muscles gave against him.  But as Nick moved in and out of her, his hand squeezing the knot that kept her under his control, he gradually built up the speed and the power and the insistent intensity of his thrusts.
 
   He was driving her down into the bed and forcing wordless cries out of her slender little body from the sheer power of his desire.
 
   At last, sensing that she was ready, he commanded her: “now, come with me.”  And obeying his command, her body quaked hard, squeezing against him as he throbbed again and again, spilling himself inside her.
 
   When he had finished, he collapsed against her back, which only increased the ache in her arms.
 
   Julie let him rest there for a moment before she dared to ask, “are you planning to untie me?”
 
   Nick slipped out of her now sopping wet womanhood and rolled onto the bed at her side.  “I don’t know,” he grinned at her.  “I just might leave you this way so I can fuck you whenever I want.”
 
   She turned her face to him, and he could see there was pain in her eyes.  “No, please, Nick, I need….”
 
   He hushed her, kissing her forehead as he untied her arms.
 
   Then he swatted her ass one more time, even harder than before.  
 
   “That was incredible,” she whispered.
 
   “That’s just the tip of the iceberg. Now get dressed,” he said, “I’m taking you out.”
 
    
 
   

 
   

Chapter 8
 
   “You can’t be serious,” Julie balked at the sight of the restaurant. “I’m not dressed for this, and this is the second time in a row.” Nick looked her up and down, stroking his jaw in consideration. 
 
   “I suppose you’re right,” he said, taking in her jeans and simple blouse. Tucking her hand under his arm, he led them around the corner to a trendy boutique. Seeing what he had in mind, Julie dug her heels into the pavement. 
 
   “No!” she cried out. “I’m not going to let you dress me like a damn Barbie doll.” Ignoring her protests, Nick dragged her in the shop. 
 
   “Well, I want steak,” he informed her coolly. “And that place you just passed up because you weren’t dressed for it has the best steak on the West Coast.” His eyes fell on a mannequin wearing a short red dress, ankle boots, and a floral cardigan. Catching a saleswoman’s attention, he said, “All this, size four, petite.” 
 
   “Of course,” the saleswoman hurried to do his bidding. “And the boots?”
 
   “Size seven,” Nick answered. As an afterthought, he added, “Remove all the tags before sending them to the dressing room.” Julie’s arms crossed protectively over her chest. 
 
   “I really don’t feel comfortable with your buying me new clothes,” she sniffed.
 
   “I’ve already taken you out in your pajamas,” Nick reminded her. “I think you can manage to dress up for me tonight.” Scowling, Julie had to admit Nick had a point. By the determined look on his face, she knew there was no option but to relent. Julie had seen that look enough times to know he was serious. 
 
   With a final huff of indignation, she let the saleswoman lead her to a dressing room. There, Julie stripped off her clothes before reaching for the dress on the hanger. It really was quite lovely, a deep red that would show off the green in her eyes. Zipping it, she turned to look at herself in the mirror. 
 
   Astonished, she stepped back. The dress hugged all her curves in just the right places. Nick certainly had good taste, and this dress proved it. Smiling, she slipped into the leather boots and shrugged on the cardigan. Nick eyed her up and down when she came out of the dressing room. She couldn’t help grinning at the barely concealed desire burning in his hooded gaze. Nick, too, looked fantastic, and although she had watched him dress in the hotel room, she hadn’t really taken him in until now. 
 
   Although the white dress shirt was tucked neatly in his slacks, the top few buttons remained undone, the sleeves rolled to his elbows, exposing his corded forearms. It was difficult to believe he sat behind a desk most of his days. Joining him, she pushed her way to the counter, withdrawing her wallet. 
 
   “What are you doing, Jules?” Nick asked, his voice steely with resolve. 
 
   “I’m paying for my clothes,” Julie sniffed, withdrawing her credit card. “I’m not one of your models, Nick. I can take care of myself.” 
 
   Nick shook his head before taking her by the elbow and dragging her to the door.
 
   “I don’t doubt that,” he assured her, “but I’ve already taken care of it.” 
 
   Confused, Julie looked around. She saw only one salesperson, and she’d helped Julie the entire time. How could Nick have already paid? Her answer came not from Nick, but from the saleswoman herself.
 
   “Thank you, Mr. Maxwell,” she called after them, putting the empty hangers into a bin behind the counter. “I’ll be sure to send the bill over to Tom in the morning.” Julie could only blink. 
 
   “Wait,” she stopped him outside, “you’ve done this before, haven’t you?” She saw Nick stiffen, his eyes not quite meeting hers. “You come here all the time.” She hadn’t seen any men’s clothes in the boutique, so there was only one way the saleswoman knew Nick. Julie felt her stomach knot with anger. Face fuming, she addressed him again. “You probably do this every other weekend. Bring one of your sluts here, take them to the house and the steak restaurant and buy them clothes, and—”
 
   “I’ve never taken anyone to the house before, Jules,” Nick interrupted her, his voice soft and strong at the same time. 
 
   Julie shook her head. “I don’t want to go anywhere you’ve taken other women,” she insisted, knowing that the statement itself was probably unrealistic. Nick had had so many women in his life that everywhere she went with him would be tainted. 
 
   “Jules,” Nick said, his voice calm. “I just want a steak, and I want to eat that steak with you.” Taking her chin in his hand, he tilted her face to meet his. Nick really did live up to his reputation when it came to his power of persuasion over others. Julie felt herself going along with him. 
 
   “All right,” she relented, softening to him. “We can get some dinner at your favorite restaurant, but after we need to talk about us. In order for me to even consider forgiving you I need some kind of assurance that you’ve changed and that the same thing will never happen again, you see. And I don’t want any reminders of the other women in your life.” 
 
   Nick smiled down at her. “Neither do I,” he assured her, tucking her hand in his and leading the way. Leaning down, he planted a kiss on her head. “You look beautiful, by the way,” he murmured. “That dress looks fantastic on you.” Despite herself, Julie basked under his approval as they entered the restaurant.
 
    “All right,” Julie calmed herself, “we’re here now and—” Julie broke off when they were approached by a tall, well-dressed brunette. 
 
   “Hello, Nicholas,” the brunette addressed him. The way she purred the words gave Julie a sinking feeling. At the sight of the other woman, Nick straightened. 
 
   “You should have called me the moment you got into town,” the brunette continued. Julie felt the first tendrils of rage begin to bubble inside her. From the look of her, Julie felt sure she stood face to face with another of Nick’s women. First, Tina and, now, this bitch. As long as she continued to see Nick, she would have to get used to sharing him with a half dozen women in every city across the globe. 
 
   The last thing Julie wanted was to be another mark on Nick’s bedpost. Amy had been right. Julie never should have come here. People just didn’t change. Turning on her heel, Julie decided she didn’t want to stick around for introductions. 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 9
 
   “What was that all about?” Angela, his tax lawyer, asked as she watched Julie flee the scene. 
 
   “Julie, wait, it’s not what you think…” he tried going after her.
 
   “I’m done, Nick,” was all he heard as she took off even faster.
 
   Through the window, he spied her hailing a cab and then disappearing out of sight. Nicholas sighed. 
 
   “You’re the last person I would have guessed to have trouble with women,” Angela drew his attention back to her. “What happened?” 
 
   “You,” Nicholas did nothing to camouflage his disappointment. 
 
   “Me?” Angela raised an eyebrow before laughing aloud. Shaking her head, she added, “I’m guessing she doesn’t know that I’d be more likely to hit on her than on you.” 
 
   Nicholas sighed; despite what he did, Julie would forever suspect him of sleeping around. He had no way to undo the past, and Julie seemed unwilling to forgive and forget, despite how much time had passed and how much he’d tried to change. He sighed, eyeing the bar. Nicholas wanted only one thing now.
 
   “May I buy you a drink, Angela?” he asked, not wanting to drink alone. Angela glanced at her watch before answering. 
 
   “I have about twenty minutes to spare. Will that be enough?” 
 
   He nodded, and they made their way to the bar. She liked her bourbon the same way he did—neat. When their drinks arrived, she wasted no time on small talk.
 
   “She’s not your usual type,” Angela began, sipping her drink casually. She crossed one leg over the other as she leaned one arm on the bar. “I thought you liked only the uptight waifs.” 
 
   Nicholas could only glare at her. He thought about ignoring the question but needed someone to talk to. 
 
   “Julie is...,” he paused, trying to find the right word. “Special,” he finished at last. A look of knowing crossed Angela’s face. She nodded, setting down her drink.
 
   “Ah, yes,” she drawled. “The one who got away?” 
 
   Nicholas shrugged. “You could say that.”
 
   “How long ago?”
 
   “Ten years.” 
 
   Angela’s brown eyes pierced him as she spoke her next words. “How did it happen?” 
 
   Nicholas didn’t miss a beat. “I cheated on her,” he said, his voice devoid of emotion. 
 
   “Why?” Angela asked. 
 
   Swirling his drink in his glass, Nick tipped his head back and swallowed it in one gulp, then raised his hand to the bartender, indicating that he needed another. “It’s complicated.” 
 
   “I don’t buy it.” 
 
   “Well, Julie was someone close to me who loved me for who I was. She cared for me when I was a nobody, when your typical woman wouldn’t care about me, when I couldn’t whisk someone away to anywhere in a heartbeat as I can now. But once I saw some success, I…”
 
   “Then you decided you couldn’t be content with your old girlfriend anymore?”
 
   “Doesn’t sound so good when you say it. But I’ve never been a popular kid, and the women, the glamour, I just wanted it. I made a mistake, but it’s not because I didn’t care for her.”
 
   “So, it happened suddenly?”
 
    “I’m not sure. I felt as if Julie had been pulling away from me since we graduated and I started to work for the hedge fund company I eventually bought out to make Renaissance.” 
 
   He stopped talking when the second drink arrived. He drained it, too, and signaled for a third. “I was a fool and a bastard. But all I want to do now is make it right and make her happy.” He ran a hand through his hair before locking eyes with Angela. 
 
   She waited patiently for him to continue. “That was a major screw-up,” she finally said. 
 
   “I know, I know, but see, I’m trying to make it up to her, but anything I do, it’s not enough. Neither of us grew up with much, and I want to give her everything we missed. But I mean, I bought her a house; I brought her here; I paid off her student loans. But she just doesn’t seem to care.” He stopped, not wanting to go further. 
 
   “Tina didn’t mind when you bought her things, I take it,” Angela finished his thoughts for him. 
 
   “No,” he said, his voice sounding sad. “That’s all it took to make her happy.” 
 
   “Julie wants more from you,” Angela ventured. Nicholas’s gaze shot up, meeting Angela’s gaze.  
 
   “She wants you, Nicholas,” Angela shrugged. Angela’s phone rang in her briefcase, and she hurried to retrieve it. “Some women value people over shiny new shoes, Nicholas,” she said, glancing at the screen on her phone before hopping off the barstool. “At least the good ones do.” 
 
   Reaching for her jacket, she slipped her hands in the sleeves and shrugged it over her shoulders. “Thank you for the drink, but I must be going. We’re having dinner with Rachael’s parents tonight.” She patted him on the shoulder before heading out. “Nice things are great, but you don’t fix betrayal of trust by gifts and a trip to San Francisco. Takes more than that. Think about what I said, Nicholas,” she called over her shoulder before exiting through the front doors. 
 
   Nicholas stared at the bottom of his third glass, the effects of the alcohol just beginning to make his head spin. 
 
   “Another, sir?” the bartender asked, clearing away his last glass.
 
   Nicholas nodded, not ready to head back to the house yet. Julie would be there, she’d be angry, and he just didn’t want to fight tonight. He’d been looking forward to this romantic getaway all week and wanted nothing more than to bring Julie here and show her the house. Come to think of it, she hadn’t even mentioned it. He frowned. 
 
   His fourth bourbon arrived, Nicholas threw it back without preamble. The alcohol burned its way down his throat into the pit of his belly, but he didn’t care. Julie would never forgive him. He’d have to live with that, and every effort he made, from that trip to the house, made that clear.
 
   The trip here, paying off her loan. And the house. Nick couldn’t believe she didn’t say a word about it. She didn’t even remember. Why couldn’t she understand that he wanted to do things for her because it made him happy to take care of her? Why did she always have to prove that she didn’t need him? 
 
   He felt his phone vibrate in his pocket. Reaching for it, he managed to grip the edge of the bar, his phone slipping from his fingers and clattering to the floor in the process. Nicholas slid from the stool and squatted to retrieve the phone; the screen lit at the touch of his fingers. 
 
   Hey, Sexy, it read. Nicholas didn’t need to glance at the sender to know it was from Tina. I’ve been lonely without u. 
 
    Nick cringed. 
 
   Do u miss me 2? 
 
   Nick shook his head. Just like back then. Sighing, he glanced back at his phone. How could he have been so stupid to fall for this years ago? 
 
   ***
 
   Julie was awake when Nick stumbled in. Not bothering to turn on a light, she heard him trip in the dark. He was drunk, and she knew. Even from her spot in the bed, she could smell the alcohol on him. She watched his shadowy form in the darkness as he stripped off his clothes, first emptying his pockets on the nightstand. He collapsed beside her, asleep moments later. 
 
   In a few minutes she stroked his dampened forehead, sighing. She still had feelings for him, despite what he’d done in the past. But so much had happened between them. Could she ever forgive him? She glanced down at him sleeping. 
 
   A buzz sounded on the nightstand. Glancing over at his phone, Julie wondered who was texting Nick so late at night. She reached to turn the phone off when an explicit text message from Tina stopped her dead in her tracks. 
 
   So, this was what Nick had been up to the whole evening. Sexting with Tina! Storming to the wall, Julie flipped on the switch, flooding the room in a bright light. It hurt her eyes, but she refused to blink. 
 
   Nick groaned, pulling the cover over his head. Julie hurried to the closet. Opening it, she found her knapsack and stuffed her meager belongings inside. She left the red dress on the hanger, not wanting to take it and the memories that came with it. 
 
   “Jules,” Nick groaned, rubbing his eyes. “Turn out the light and come back to bed. I need to get up early for work tomorrow.”
 
   “No!” she snapped, “I want to go back to New York.”
 
   “You can’t right now,” he said resignedly.
 
   “Fine. Then, I’ll sleep in the other room.” 
 
   ***
 
   A knock sounded at Julie’s door. Even though it was nearly one in the afternoon on a Saturday, she hadn’t bothered to shower or dress. Still in her pajamas, she lay sprawled across the couch cushions. Her eyes shot to the door. Without leaving the couch, Julie called out to whoever stood outside her apartment. 
 
   “It’s me,” came Nick’s voice. 
 
   “Don’t you have work to do?” she called out.
 
   “Yes,” he answered, “but you’re more important,” he said.
 
   “You shouldn’t have left last night,” he continued. “You saw I never answered her, I can’t control people sending me annoying messages, you know?” From her place on the couch, Julie snorted. Nick really was pulling out all the stops this time. 
 
   “I have something for you,” Nick called out again. “I’ll leave it at the door so you can look.” 
 
   “No,” Julie snapped. She expected him to argue with her, but she heard some shuffling. A moment later, she heard Nick’s heavy footsteps as he retreated down the stairs. Gingerly, she stood, letting her bathrobe fall to the floor. 
 
   The envelope felt as though it contained a thin book. Not another piece of jewelry or fancy clothes? Curious, she tore it open. She stared at the sight of its familiar cover. 
 
   “Oh, Nick,” she murmured, turning the first page—Freshman year,1998: New Student Orientation. Running her fingers over the glossy pictures of Nick and her, she couldn’t help marveling at how young they looked. Where had the time gone? They’d both been nervous freshmen, filling out endless paperwork and reading up on campus rules. 
 
   It had been raining that day, and Nick had asked to share her umbrella. The whole thing had been a fiasco with Nick standing nearly a foot taller than she was. He’d had to squat the whole way. By the end of the campus tour, they were holding hands like the crazy teenagers they were. Love had been so simple back then. 
 
   She also found his personal journal, the one he used to keep back in college, the one he’d never let her read. She read and read through the entries that started back when they were together all the way to the breakup and the present day. The entries became less frequent but not less emotional as Nick wondered out loud about his personal life and the direction it was taking. A lot of it concerned her and relationships and she had to wipe the moisture from her eyes every time he mentioned how every new date made him feel more and more empty and how he wished he had that one thing he lost once he received fame, wealth and success—a real relationship.
 
   Grinning to herself, Julie curled into a ball, hugging the scrapbook to her chest. Nick must have had trouble sharing those private thoughts and she never thought he was that introspective about things.
 
   She stumbled on a sheet of paper on the last page—a magazine cutout that looked vaguely familiar. It was a house. The house they were in right now. Then, she remembered.
 
   “Nick?” she called out, opening the door. Moments later, he was up the stairs and in her room.
 
   “Is this what I think it is?” she asked, pointing at the magazine cutout.
 
   “Yeah,” he nodded.
 
   “Nick,” she felt herself tear up again.
 
   “It’s funny; I remember this better than you do,” he said, smiling, “You found this house profoundly beautiful. I did some research on it back then, remember? A wealthy ship captain who had married an Indian girl had apparently built the house. His bride had loved San Francisco, but the one thing she missed was her favorite fruit. The captain, a romantic at heart, had these tiles commissioned just for her.” 
 
   “I can’t believe you remembered,” she said.
 
   “I can’t believe you forgot. But I’m here to remind you,” he anwered.
 
   Julie put her arms around him, and seconds later, they were lost in a kiss.
 
   *** 
 
   “So you read the diary, I take it,” he said. She nodded.
 
   “Does this mean you forgive me?” he asked softly.
 
   “I want to let the past go and, crazy as it sounds, try this again,” Julie answered. Reaching up, she placed her arms around his neck, drawing him nearer to her. “I don’t want us to be apart ever again.” 
 
   “Jules,” Nick murmured, tucking her head under his chin and kissing her hair. “I’m sorry about what a fool I’ve been, everything, the misunderstanding with Angela last night; she is my tax lawyer And Tina—” 
 
   Leaning back, Julie placed a finger over his lips. “Shhh,” she shushed him. “None of that matters anymore. Just kiss me.” 
 
   He wasted no time giving in to her request. Julie lost herself in the kiss again, wrapping her arms tightly around him. At last, there was nothing keeping her and Nick apart. She also felt no doubt of his raw desire – a powerful need for her body that she had never felt from anyone else. That need was a drug she desperately wanted.
 
   As they stood together there, his hand found its way to her ass, and she thrilled to think how much this man adored touching her there. For all of the different ways she submitted herself to his will, she knew that her feminine curves held the ultimate power over him.
 
   “To the bedroom,” he whispered, picking her up.
 
   “To the bedroom,” Julie agreed, twining her legs around his waist as he carried her. He deposited her on the bed, simultaneously unfastening her jeans and sliding them off her hips.  
 
   Nick wasted no time blazing a searing trail of kisses down her throat, sliding her T-shirt over her breasts and unhooking her bra. Julie smiled to herself, running her fingers through his short hair. 
 
   She arched her back and moaned when his lips found one of her nipples. He latched on, sucking deeply and sending a bolt of desire shooting through Julie’s body. Nicholas placed his hands on Julie’s pretty little waist.  As he kissed her with years of missed passion, he rolled onto his back.  Using the strength of his arms, he pulled her lithe little body over top of his, positioning her sex over the tip of his cock.
 
   Looking straight into her eyes, he drove her down on top of him.  “Mmmm,” he cried out as her body gave in. Julie gasped at the feel of his thick cock filling her. She lifted her hips to meet him, wanting to feel him as deeply as she could. 
 
   “Do you like that?” Nick murmured, slipping his thumb in his mouth and placing it on her clitoris. Julie lost her ability to answer. Arching her back, she groaned aloud as his thumb ran circles around her most sensitive zone. Slowly, he pumped himself in and out of her, exiting almost completely before thrusting all the way back. It was all too much for Julie, and she found herself quickly nearing release. Trembling, she reached and pulled Nick down on top of her. Pulling her tightly against him, he seemed to sense her desire for closeness. And then Julie, straddling Nicholas and riding urgently up and down his erection, whimpered softly as one more orgasm washed over her. With him still moving up and down inside her, she leaned down to place her face on his chest.  And as she shuddered one last time against his body, she leaned up to his lips.  
 
   “I’m so glad we found each other again,” Nick whispered, his lips grazing her earlobe. 
 
   “Me, too,” Julie panted, interlocking her fingers behind his back. 
 
   The room went silent and they just lay in peace and listened to the calm sounds of the wind outside for what seemed like hours. They were happy.
 
   The phone vibrated on the table. “I think I know who this might be,” Julie sighed.
 
   “Ugh. Let me just block her altogether,” Nick said and reached for the phone, but Julia got it first.
 
   “I’ll have the pleasure of doing that if you don’t mind,” she said. A moment later, she froze, her lips parted, eyes glued to the display.
 
   “Nick, this can’t be true, can it?” she gasped and turned the phone toward him. Indeed, it 
 
   was a text message from Tina. We need to talk. Nick, I’m pregnant was what it read. 
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