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CHAPTER ONE

Raphael Jerroult needed to get laid, and his choices were limited. One didn’t go hunting for a temporary fuck-buddy among friends and business partners.

Taking a sip of his whiskey sour, he stood at the edge of the ballroom watching as one of his best friends and business partners, former boxer and current billionaire Sebastian Delacroix, slow-danced with Renata Giordano, the love of his life and boxing’s reigning women’s welterweight champion. Though this was officially an engagement party with a formal wedding to follow in the fall at the requests of both their mothers, Raphael had been with them in Vegas the month before when they’d married the day after Renata won her title. Looking at them now and knowing how they threw off sparks whenever they were in the room together, Raphael understood and agreed with why Sebastian hadn’t waited. They were a stunning couple, blissfully oblivious to anything and everything else around them.

Just because he understood it didn’t mean he’d choose the same outcome himself. That kind of single-minded bliss was something he both loathed and desired. His parents had been much the same way. Jonah and Desiree Jerroult had loved each other since childhood and had married right out of high school. They’d loved each other so much, so deeply that there hadn’t been any room left over for their only child.

Sometimes he thought they’d birthed him simply because it was expected of them, and the Jerroults needed an heir. They’d turned him over to a nanny as soon as he could walk, making Raphael feel like an outsider in his own family. Then Raphael’s mother had fallen ill when he was twelve and died of cancer when he was thirteen. Instead of bringing them closer together, Desiree Jerroult’s death had made the chasm between father and son insurmountable.

Raphael grimaced into his drink. It could have been worse, he supposed. His father could have committed suicide immediately instead of waiting until Raphael’s college graduation—a promise he’d made to his dying wife to see their son to adulthood. Too bad she hadn’t made him promise to love their only child.

The only bright spot in his youth had been the Lovelace family, especially daughter Macy. Macy and her brothers had lost their mother the year before he’d lost his, but her father had rallied for his three children. Macy and her brothers had always known that they were loved, and somehow the Lovelace family had made room for Raphael. He knew the only reason he wasn’t completely fucked up was because of Macy and her family. Macy, with her fiery red curls, bright green eyes, soft skin, and warm heart. She’d kept him grounded, kept him sane. She’d been his first in everything, and there were times over the years when he missed her more than was healthy.

If any woman could have gotten him close to an altar, Macy Lovelace was the one. He’d even tried to find her after he’d spent two years off the grid in Thailand getting his head on straight and mastering Muay Thai. She’d been hot and heavy with some European prince. She was probably living the good life in a castle spitting out royal babies.

He glanced at his friends again. He was glad Sebastian had reconnected with his old flame. Glad that they were happy. But he needed to get the hell out of there, find a willing woman and get fucked. Their other business partner Gabriel had already made himself scarce, though he was more likely to seek out an underground fight than sex. Raphael hadn’t brought a date because he didn’t want to give any woman ideas about his intentions. Besides, this was all for his friends, to celebrate their love and happily-ever-after. The fact that he didn’t believe in either was something he kept to himself.

A flash of red caught his attention. A redhead, standing out in a sea of blondes and brunettes like a flame in the darkness, her brilliant hair falling over emerald lace-covered shoulders calling him like a beacon.

Macy?

His heart kicked up its pace. He’d seen plenty of redheads over the years, but none with Macy’s particular burnished shade of curls. None who made him feel as if he’d just downed a vitamin energy cocktail. Just this flash, this fleeting glimpse, and his body felt primed in a way he only ever felt in the cage.

Handing his empty glass off to a passing waiter, he cut across the ballroom, determined to intercept the mystery woman. Hope and dread churned with the alcohol in his gut. Was it her? It couldn’t be her. Not here. Not after eight long, lonely years of silence.

He caught a glimpse of a shapely figure bound by an emerald-green corset-style top before the crowd swallowed her up. His Macy had never worn anything so racy over her soft curves. If she had, he would have …

He gritted his teeth. He still would have let her go. He had been twenty-two, still reeling from the death of his father and she’d been on her way to Paris to realize her dream of becoming a pastry chef. Her life had been coming together while his was falling apart, and the last decent thing he could do for the woman who’d given him so much was give her the chance to live her life without worrying about him.

Holy fuck, he really needed to catch this woman. A woman who wore a corset out was definitely someone he wanted to know. How the hell had he not crossed paths with her before now? He thought he’d bedded every available woman between New Orleans and Baton Rouge. He smiled to himself. If she were a new transplant, he’d make sure to give her a warm welcome she’d never forget.

He caught up to her just as she reached the service hallway leading to the kitchens. Hot damn, from the back she was a curvaceous beauty with a voluptuous, hourglass figure. As much as he’d enjoyed indulging in Macy’s soft curves, he wouldn’t have considered her lush, not like this woman seemed in her green top, black pencil skirt, and black stilettos. Maybe it was time to break his rule about no redheads. Eight years pining for one particular woman was eight years too long.

“Excuse me, darling,” he drawled to her. “Where are you going in such a hurry? I can’t let the night end without having the pleasure of being introduced.”

The woman stopped, her shoulders bunching defensively as if he’d trapped her. It was an unusual reaction—women were usually all too ready to make his acquaintance. Then she turned. Raphael felt the smile slide from his face. It couldn’t be. It was.

“Macy?”

* * *

Macy Lovelace had spent the majority of her friend’s engagement party in the kitchens. She told herself that she wasn’t hiding—as owner of the restaurant catering the event; it was her duty to ensure that her staff kept the guests plied with drinks and hors d’oeuvres. However, she’d never been one to lie, especially to herself. She could admit that as much as she wanted to keep the party guests satisfied and thereby make Renata happy, she wanted to avoid Raphael Jerroult even more.

Too bad the man in question now had her cornered in a back hallway.

Her back pressed into the wall for support as he leaned over her. She’d forgotten how tall he was, or had he sprouted more in the eight years since she’d seen him? What she hadn’t forgotten was how beautiful he was, how devastating he was in close proximity. Yet her college-age reminiscing paled to the reality of the golden-haired angel.

The tuxedo he wore had to have been custom made for him. The fit across his broad shoulders and long legs was that perfect. He wore it well, cutting a debonair swath through the guests that had held her spellbound before she’d come to her senses and made her escape before he recognized her.

Apparently she hadn’t been quick enough.

Dread curled in the pit of Macy’s stomach. She’d known when Renata had told her that Raphael and his friends had moved their headquarters here three months ago that she’d have to face this moment, face him. She should have stayed back in the kitchen, supervising her staff. But no, she had to give in to Renata’s demand to join the party, to mingle, to have a little fun while she chatted up their foundation. Her new best friend could certainly be demanding. Make that her ex new best friend.

“Macy. It is you.” A wide grin shoved the stunned expression off his face. Before she could get a word out, he scooped her up. He spun her around with a full, delighted laugh that was so at odds with the emotions churning in her gut that she couldn’t react, couldn’t do anything but hold on as he spun her about.

“I missed you.” His grip tightened as he slowed his spin, still holding her off the ground. His smile softened, wonder filling his eyes as he gazed at her. “God, I missed you so much.”

The words, as heartfelt as they were, stung her. He should have missed her—he was the one who had sent her away, who had kept his distance for eight long years. Granted, she’d gone to ground for a couple of years after her life in Paris had crumbled, but he’d disappeared first.

She pushed against his shoulders. “Raphael, I—”

He kissed her then, claiming her lips. Instinct steamrolled over her. Surprising herself, she kissed him back, her arms twining about his neck, her body pressing closer. She shouldn’t have been surprised; she’d loved him so fiercely back then and loved him still. What did surprise her was the depth of what she felt after so long, after he’d disappeared. After her life had imploded because he’d disappeared.

A slight shudder rolled through his large frame. Then his kiss softened and it was her turn to shudder, want pooling low in her belly as her nipples hardened. She clutched at his lapels, her knees weakening and hunger strengthening. He took that as encouragement, his arms tightening about her waist, still holding her off the ground as he seduced her with skillful strokes of his tongue along the seam of her lips.

Unable to bank her desire, she parted her lips to slide her tongue along his, needing to taste him fully. The taste of him flooded her mouth, the sweet sharpness of liquor combining with the smoky flavor that was uniquely his. The potency of it hit her like a shot of adrenaline to her bloodstream, speeding her heartbeat and igniting her senses. This was much more than she remembered. He was much more than she remembered.

His lips traced along her jaw to her throat, leaving heat in his wake. He’d enflamed her with just a kiss, knowing exactly what she needed to catapult headlong into passion. Need kicked in as memories flooded her system. Memories of that glorious body pistoning in and out of hers with relentless power and pleasure, driving her to one orgasm after another. All she could feel, all she could think of, was Raphael and what he did to her.

It was too much, more than she was prepared to handle. Again she pushed at his shoulders and this time he released her in a long slow glide against the front of his body that made her breath catch. Back on her feet, unsteady, she backed away from him, needing the space to breathe, to think.

“Raphael.” She managed to keep her voice pleasant and even, a feat considering how she trembled inside. Smoothing her skirt, she searched for calm. “I don’t know where you’ve been, but that’s not how I usually greet old friends. You’re looking well.”

Looking well? He looked freakin’ hot—scorching! It was monumentally unfair for a man to be so beautiful, but that was the easiest word to describe Raphael. He’d grown into his gorgeousness in college when he’d taken to martial arts with a vengeance, but she’d always thought him the best-looking boy in town even when they were twelve. Golden blond, Mediterranean blue eyes framed by thick, golden brown lashes, a generous smile, and a honed six-foot-four frame that was the epitome of a finely tuned engine.

“Thanks,” he said offhandedly, as if his gorgeousness was no big deal. Since he had women throwing themselves at him no matter where he went, Macy supposed it wasn’t that big a deal to him. “Though I think we’re more than old friends, Macy.”

He was right. He’d been her best friend for years, building a level of trust she’d never had with anyone else. They’d turned to each other for everything—painful confidences, losing their virginity, other sexual exploration. They’d shared a level of friendship and trust that she’d treasured until one tragic summer when he’d truly become her lover, the best she’d ever had. Then he’d broken her heart and a short time later nearly broke her will as well.

“That was a long time ago,” she said, edging away. “It was nice seeing you again, Raphael. Take care of yourself.”

“That’s it?” he wondered. “After eight years, that’s all you can say?”

Oh, she had a truckload of things she wanted to say to him, but she wasn’t about to ruin Renata’s big night. Still, the words bubbled up her throat like acid, corroding her ability to hold them back. “After eight years, what in the world do you think needs to be said?” she asked, her voice bitter. “You were the one who dropped off the face of the earth.”

Blond brows lowered as he frowned. “You’re saying our lost time is my fault? You’re the one who pulled a disappearing act. You dropped out of school and the next thing anyone hears about you is that you’re about to marry Prince Charming of Goldavia or something.”

She drew back, shocked. He knew about that? Surely that meant he’d known where she was, how to reach her. Did it also mean that he’d deliberately avoided her? The thought sent a bolt of pain shooting through her, giving her the emotional distance she needed to raise her chin defiantly. “If you must know, Karl is Belgian and a baron.”

“Of course he is. Where’s Baron Charming now? For that matter, what are you doing here in New Orleans when you’re supposed to be living the royal life in Europe?”

She settled her hands on her hips as she jutted her chin out. “You forfeited the right to know anything about me when you sent me off to Paris and disappeared.”

“Macy.” There was a wealth of conflicting emotion in the way he said her name. Surprise still, with healthy doses of hurt and anger. What the hell right did he have being angry, when she was the one who’d ended up all but broken?

He shoved a hand through his hair, and even frustration looked good on him. “Look, we have a lot of catching up to do, but I sure as hell don’t want to do it here. Let’s get out of here.”

Eight years ago she would have immediately agreed, would have followed him anywhere blindly and willingly. She’d loved him enough back then, though she hadn’t told him. Too much had happened since then. She’d suffered heartache and loss. She’d experienced more success and more pleasure. Changed so much. Too much to easily pick up with Raphael Jerroult again.

“No.”

“No?” His eyebrows knitted together. “Come on, Macy. We obviously have a lot of questions for each other, so let’s ditch this party and leave together. We’ll catch up.”

“I’m not going anywhere with you, Raphael.”

He towered over her, enveloping her in his spicy scent as he braced himself against the wall with one hand, caging her in with his large body. His bright blue eyes sparkled with equal parts curiosity, frustration, and need as he stared down at her, his lips curved in a soft, kissable, enticing smile. “You seem angry with me, and I want to know why. Why not take off and hash it all out? You know you want to.”

She rallied herself with an effort, refusing to be dragged back under his spell. “I have a thousand reasons why not, beginning with the fact that this is Renata and Sebastian’s engagement party and I’m the hostess, and ending with the fact that I’m not going anywhere with the Crescent City Casanova.”

A pained expression crossed his angelic features, quickly there and gone before confusion blossomed again. “Wait. You’re hosting Sebastian’s party? Why would you do that?”

“Because Renata asked me to,” she answered, trying to step far enough away from him so that he’d have no choice but to release his hold on her. “We’re friends.”

More surprise. “You’re friends with Renata? Why didn’t I see you in Vegas?”

“Because I didn’t go to Vegas. I’ve only known her about three months.” She took a cleansing breath, trying not to inhale his sexy scent. The more they talked, the easier it was to separate herself from the intoxicating haze he’d wrapped her in. Better talking than kissing. “We met when she agreed to do some work for a charity organization that I founded here.”

“Here?” He pushed off from the wall, looking as if she’d delivered a cheap shot to the gut. “You live here? In New Orleans?”

“Yes.”

“How long?” When she hesitated, he leaned closer. “How long, Macy?”

“I opened Choux four years ago. Lovelace is my second restaurant, and I opened it last year.”

The beginnings of anger colored the tips of his ears bright red. “You’ve been in New Orleans for four years?”

She shrugged, forcing a casualness she didn’t feel. “More or less.”

“Why didn’t you tell me?”

Anger flared inside her at the accusation in his voice. “How the hell was I supposed to do that, Raphael? Call the cell phone you disconnected? Send a letter to the old family house that you sold in Baton Rouge? Beg your administrative assistant at JerTech for your contact information?”

She curled her hands into fists to hold back the urge to hit him, then sucked in a steadying breath. “It’s been eight years since our relationship ended for all intents and purposes. We’ve both moved on and lived successful lives, so I don’t think we owe each other anything. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I need to get back to the party.” She ducked under his arm.

“Wait.” He wrapped a hand around her wrist. “That’s it? We don’t see or talk to each other for almost a decade and you can just walk away like we were nothing?”

Another surge of anger swept her. How dare he make it seem like she was at fault? “We were friends, Raffie,” she told him, clenching her fists so tightly her nails dug into her palms. “We were friends when you needed a friend, then we were more when you needed more. You needed me, and I was glad to be there for you. But you didn’t need me anymore.”

It hurt her to say it, and it appeared that it hurt him to hear it. He released her. “And what if I need you now, Macy?”

“You don’t need me, Raphael,” she said as gently as she could. “I’ve seen the women you date, and I know how you plow through them like the Mississippi during a flood. Besides, even if I wanted to go there, rumor has it that you never have the same woman twice. That means I’m automatically disqualified. I have no desire to be a fling or a notch in your bedpost. No desire to go there again for old time’s sake or anything else.”

A member of the wait staff emerged from the serving corridor. “Macy, there’s a problem in the back; we need you.”

“Be right there.” She turned to Raphael. “I’ve got to go.”

The look he gave her ignited her insides again. “This isn’t over, Macy.”

She lifted her chin. “As far as I’m concerned, it is.”

Spinning on her heel, she strode away. From the weight of Raphael’s gaze on her back, she knew their reunion was far from done.


CHAPTER TWO

Two days later, Raphael stood at the window of his sumptuously decorated offices on the thirty-ninth floor of Place St. Charles. The view of the skyline and the bend of the Mississippi went unnoticed, consumed as he was by thoughts of Macy Lovelace.

Macy was in New Orleans. Had been for four years. How had he not known that? Maybe he hadn’t wanted to know. So many times over the years he’d forced himself to not think about her, what she was doing, whom she was doing it to. It had been the only way he could stay sane.

Turning away from the killer view, he resumed his pacing, a maelstrom of emotions still churning uneasily inside him. He’d put her on a plane to Paris eight years ago because her dream had always been to go to culinary school in France and to open her own restaurant someday—a dream backed by him and her family. His dream had been derailed thanks to his father’s death and while he’d been tempted to let the company crash and burn, he couldn’t bring himself to do that. Macy’s father had taught him better than that.

So he’d stayed, at least for a little while. He’d sent her away even though he knew she’d have stayed if he’d asked her. He’d been on the verge of doing just that, of dropping to his knees and begging her not to leave him, of confessing just how much he needed her, of how his life wouldn’t be the same without her, how she was his life. Just as his father had been with his mother. But at twenty-two, with fresh wounds from the aftermath of his father’s incapacity to live without his mother, the enormity of his feelings for Macy had scared the shit out of him. That more than anything else had been the reason why he’d let her go and closed himself off.

It had been difficult. He’d lasted two months as CEO of JerTech before the grief, pressure, and expectations caught up to him. What the fuck did his twenty-two-year-old self know about running an industrial company like JerTech? The only things that had made sense back then were Macy and Muay Thai. So he’d turned the day-to-day management back over to the trustee, taken a month to cut almost all his ties to Baton Rouge, and had headed to Paris to surprise Macy.

Except Macy hadn’t been there. Not in the walk-up he’d addressed his letters to, not at the culinary school she’d attended. She’d disappeared. Frantic, he’d scoured Paris for two days before it dawned on him to call Macy’s father. Carlton Lovelace had told him that he’d talked to Macy, that she was fine, still in Europe, but was taking a break from school. When Raphael had asked to speak to her, Carlton had told him that Macy didn’t want to see or hear from him for a while.

He rubbed at his chest, remembering the pain like a fresh wound. He’d screwed up, and he’d lost her by waiting too long to go to her. With only Muay Thai left, he’d gone to Thailand and submerged himself into training, his body the only thing he still had control over. When he’d emerged two years later, making a name for himself on the circuit, he’d searched for Macy and discovered that she’d hooked up with that baron. She’d obviously moved on with her life. He’d stopped following up on her then, and thrown himself into one affair after another, one fight after another, determined to put her out of his mind.

Macy. Seeing her again had ripped him open. God, she’d looked … beautiful had been the first word that came to mind, but he’d been struck stupid by the sight of her and unable to come up with anything better. Amazing. Breathtaking. Ravishing. Alluring. All of those came closer but still didn’t do justice to the wonder that was Macy Lovelace.

She’d done something to her hair. He remembered how wildly curly it had been. She’d hated it, but he’d loved it, especially when she rode him. Her hair would fall around them like a fiery curtain, blocking out the rest of the world. He’d called it drowning in sunset, and it had been his favorite way to come.

He shifted his stance, conscious of the heavy erection he sported. It had been an almost constant state since he’d first seen her yesterday. Damned annoying, but Macy had always had that effect on him. Macy, with her warmth and softness that he never tired of exploring.

Just seeing her again had shifted his world. Gone were thoughts of looking for a quick lay. Now all he could think of, all he wanted, was Macy. Too bad she didn’t seem to return the feeling.

Fuck that. He’d felt her response to their kiss. That soft sigh, the way she’d wrapped her arms around his neck before she’d leaned into him. The breathy moan when he’d pulled her closer. That wasn’t the response of someone who disliked him.

Need gripped him, refusing to let go. She wanted him as much as he wanted her, he knew it. He had to have her. He would have her—he just had to get to the bottom of why she was mad at him and apologize for it.

Settled on a course of action, he crossed to his desk and ran a quick Internet search on Carlton George Lovelace, Macy’s father. It surprised him to learn that Macy’s father still lived in the Lovelaces’ Baton Rouge house that had been as much Raphael’s home as a teen. Surprised and saddened him, because Raphael knew he should have visited the man who had been his surrogate father for years. Truth was, once he’d lost Macy he couldn’t bear to go back to his surrogate family. He’d do it, though, if it meant he’d have Macy.

“Hello?”

Raphael tightened his grip on the phone. “Mr. Lovelace?”

“Yes, who is this?”

“It’s Raphael. Raphael Jerroult.” He cleared his throat. “I don’t know if you remember me.”

“Well, of course I do—you were an honorary member of the family!” Carlton’s warm voice spread over Raphael like a favorite blanket. “How are you?”

“I’m back in New Orleans, and I-I saw Macy.”

“About time,” The older man sighed. “It was hard being between you two, son. Did you talk to her?”

“I tried. It didn’t go as well as I would have liked. I want to get in touch with her but I don’t have her contact information.”

Carlton hesitated. “Are you sure that’s a good idea?”

Raphael closed his eyes. If Carlton Lovelace didn’t approve, he’d get nowhere. No, he’d just have to try harder. “I’d like to think it is, sir. Even if only so she can tell me to my face why she thinks it’s not a good idea.”

“She might never admit it, but it hurt her when you lost touch. I always thought that you and Macy …” Carlton sighed. “Never mind the thoughts of an old man.”

“I know what you mean.” Raphael had had those same thoughts himself all those years ago, lying in the dark listening to Macy sleep beside him. Thoughts that had filled him with terror. “I want to make things right, if she’ll let me. At least I have to try. I … miss her.”

A long beat of silence. “She misses you, too, Raphael. We all do. It felt like we lost a true member of our family.”

“I’m truly sorry about that, Mr. Lovelace.”

“I’m not the one you need to apologize to.”

“Do you know what happened in Paris?” Raphael demanded, his chest tight. “Do you know why she’s avoided me all this time?”

A long silence from the other end of the line. “It’s not my story to tell, son. You need to hear it from Macy.”

“You’re right. And I will apologize. I just need to know how to reach her.”

“All right. You deserve a chance to set things right. Don’t hurt my girl again.”

Again? “I don’t intend to, sir.”

“See that you don’t.” Mr. Lovelace’s voice was gruff as he rattled off his daughter’s information. “You’ve got your work cut out for you, son. It won’t be easy.”

“Nothing worth having ever is. Thank you, sir.”

Raphael disconnected, then got to work. He had an apology of epic proportions to make.

* * *

“Oh my God, Macy!” Renata exclaimed. “I know you said you had experience with an athlete before, but I didn’t know you meant Sebastian’s best friend!”

“It was a long time ago, and will you keep your voice down?” Macy looked around Choux, but none of the prep staff seemed to be paying undue attention. One of the perks of owning one’s own restaurant—she could keep the media out and give Renata much-needed space to relax and breathe. The press was totally taken with Renata and Sebastian’s reunion story, making their engagement party the Saturday before front-page news. Four days later and the local media was still talking about it. It wasn’t every day that a gorgeous billionaire bachelor bad boy reformed for the love of his life, and everyone who was anyone in New Orleans was eating it up. It also didn’t hurt that Renata was a stunningly beautiful woman with a mean right hook and a boxing championship.

“I’m sorry I didn’t tell you,” Macy added as she stirred sugar into her coffee. “You and I were just becoming friends and I didn’t want to put you in an awkward position.”

“Don’t be sorry, be talkative,” Renata retorted. “I want to know all about you and Raphael Jerroult. Are you his one-who-got-away?”

Macy snorted. “Hardly. We were friends, really good friends—”

“With some serious benefits,” Renata cut in.

“Not at first,” Macy told her, rolling her eyes. “I knew him in middle school, for goodness’ sakes. We both lost our mothers around the same time and we just sort of gravitated to each other. He spent a lot of time at my house with me and my father and brothers, but we were the same age and both geeky awkward then.”

Renata raised a dark brow. “Really? He didn’t have a gaggle of giggling girls following him around back then?”

“You mean like he does now?” Macy smiled to take the sting and bitterness out of her words. She knew Raphael’s reputation as the Crescent City Casanova, leaving a string of beautiful, satisfied model-like women in his wake from New Orleans to Baton Rouge, and before that, around the world. She also knew firsthand that the reputation was well deserved and probably had only improved in the intervening years. “Believe it or not, Raffie was a late bloomer. So was I. It wasn’t until college that he began the transformation into the golden-haired angel you see now. By then, he’d been studying martial arts for about ten years.”

Renata snorted. “Raphael may be many things, but I bet ‘angel’ doesn’t make the top ten. Not that I know him as well as you do, of course.”

Heat stained Macy’s cheeks. “No, I guess not.”

“Ooh, look at the redhead blush! You got something you want to tell me? Maybe you want to pick up right where you left off?”

Macy shook her head. Renata had no idea. There were tons more to tell, and while Macy wanted nothing more than to get her new best friend’s take on her history with Raphael, she wasn’t ready to share everything just yet. “There’s nothing to tell. He kissed me, I kissed him back, told him it wasn’t going to happen again, then I went to check on my staff. That’s it.”

“That’s not it. Besides, I know a thing or two about reuniting with old flames. Wanna tell me how ‘Raffie’ became yours?”

Macy took a deep breath, then plunged into the story. “We were both at Tulane getting our business degrees. His dad committed suicide just after we graduated.”

“Oh, God.” Shocked, Renata covered her mouth with a trembling hand. “Poor Raphael.”

“I came home with him, helped him with all the arrangements. I comforted him as a friend and then as a lover, and at the end of the summer he put me on a plane to Paris where I attended culinary school as I’d planned.”

Macy remembered that time clearly. Her father had thrown a going-away party for just the family, Raphael included. They had laughed and reminisced, though Raphael had become more withdrawn by the moment. They hadn’t been apart more than a week since they were twelve and the impending separation had weighed on both of them.

Their last night together had been the most emotionally intense of her life. She’d suggested that she could remain stateside for culinary training, stay with him. He’d told her no, and the next morning, had joined her father at the airport for final farewells. “We parted as friends, but I hadn’t seen or spoken to him since then, until the night of your party.”

Renata radiated surprise and confusion. “What? But that’s been … how long has it been?”

“Eight years.”

“Eight years.” Renata’s dark eyes hardened. “You were best friends. You were there for him when his father died. Was he your first?”

Macy didn’t pretend to misunderstand. “We were each other’s firsts.”

A strangled sound issued from Renata’s throat. Macy could see that her friend was getting her dander up on her behalf, and she almost felt sorry for Raphael. Almost. “You went through all of that with him, for him, and you haven’t seen or spoken to him in eight years? Eight years?”

“It wasn’t complete silence at first,” Macy explained, understanding why Renata was appalled. “We exchanged e-mails of course, wrote letters back and forth for a while. About two months in, I couldn’t reach him. I took the hint and went on with my life as best as I could. Eventually I made my way back here and opened my restaurants. Raphael’s obviously done well for himself with his Muay Thai career and the company he has with Sebastian and Gabriel.”

She shrugged, projecting a casualness she didn’t feel. “I figured I’d run into him again one day, but I wasn’t expecting it to be so …” She waved a hand.

“Intense,” Renata supplied. “Confusing. Overwhelming.”

“Yes. All of the above.” Macy smiled at her friend.

“Did he at least give you an explanation?”

“He wanted to leave the party and go talk but I refused. Everything was too churned up inside. Maybe one day we’ll be able to be friends again, but it’s not as if I have to make a decision about that yet. After all, he’s up in Baton Rouge, and I’m here.”

A curious expression crossed Renata’s face. “Uhm, hate to break it to you, girlfriend, but you’re going to have to deal with him sooner rather than later.”

“Why? Oh, you mean the wedding. It makes sense that he’ll be Sebastian’s best man.”

“Him and Gabriel both, and our mentor Armand Duparte’s agreed to give me away.” Renata smiled as she twirled her amazing red diamond engagement ring. “But Macy, you need to know that Raphael’s not in Baton Rouge anymore.”

“What? He moved the company?”

“He sure did,” Renata confirmed with a nod. “Here. Raphael lives in New Orleans now.”

Feeling as if she’d just taken a spinning kick to the gut, Macy slumped in her chair. “Oh my God. How am I supposed to avoid him now? He’s knows I’m here.”

“Do you really want to avoid him?” Renata asked, her voice soft with concern. “You guys really didn’t have any closure, you just stopped communicating. If he was as in to you as you say, I find it hard to believe that he’d stop reaching out to you without a good reason. Something went down between him taking over his father’s company and becoming a Muay Thai champion. Don’t you owe it to yourself, and him, and the friendship you had to at least get together and talk and find out what happened?”

“I know what happened,” Macy said, struggling once again to keep hurt and bitterness from her voice. “Out of sight, out of mind. The birth of the Crescent City Casanova.”

Renata reached over to clasp her hand. “Out of sight, yes. But it doesn’t sound like out of mind, for either of you. You need to know the truth. You both do.”

“You’re really taking this best-friend thing seriously, aren’t you?”

“I haven’t had a bestie since high school, so I’m jumping in with both feet.” Renata grinned at her. “Besides, you’re the one who got all teary-eyed when I asked you to be my maid of honor.”

“Well, when you put it that way. …” Macy sighed.	“You’re right. I know you’re right. And I know I should be ready to face this. After eight years, it should be easier than this. But this is Raphael we’re talking about.”

“The love of your life.” She arched a brow, as if daring Macy to contradict her. “You wouldn’t have spent that summer with him like that if you didn’t love him, friends or no.”

Renata was right. Macy had given Raphael her heart long before his father had died. She’d given it to him and he’d had no idea. He’d taken it, branded his name on it, then proceeded to ruin her for other men.

“Tell me one thing,” Renata said.

“On top of all the other things I’ve been telling you, what’s one more?” Macy snorted. “Go ahead.”

Renata leaned forward. “How good was it? I’m guessing they don’t call him the Crescent City Casanova for nothing.”

Heat swept from Macy’s scalp to her stiletto-clad toes. “God, Renata!”

“That good, huh?”

“Yeah.” Macy reached for her coffee, wishing it were something stronger. “He was my first, but yeah. All that intensity focused on my pleasure. …” She shivered. “And that’s when he was new to it. When he kissed me yesterday, all I could think was how good it had been with him back then. I can’t imagine what he must be like now.”

“Don’t you want to find out?”

Macy fiddled with her coffee. “I don’t know. I don’t think I’m wired to have the kind of casual relationship he seems to specialize in.”

“What if he doesn’t want casual?”

Macy snorted. “If he doesn’t, he has a funny way of showing it.”

Renata looked up. Her eyes widened, then she smiled. “How about that way?’ she asked, pointing.

Turning in her chair, Macy’s breath caught as one of her employees walked toward their table carrying the largest arrangement of deep red and pure white peonies she’d ever seen. “Holy crap. He remembered.”

“I know who ‘he’ is, but what did he remember?” “Peonies. My favorite flower.”


CHAPTER THREE

Raphael wanted to get Macy’s attention, and he was doing a bang-up job of it.

Bouquets of flowers arrived at Choux at the top of every hour. Not demure arrangements, either—massive collections of peonies and hydrangeas, blood roses and calla lilies, orange Asiatic lilies, fuchsia carnations, red Peruvian lilies, exotic birds of paradise. All of them came with a hand-written card addressed to Macy. Although it had been years, she easily recognized the bold script as Raphael’s handwriting. Renata, after taking a picture of Macy with the first bouquet, had left her to fend for herself, laughing her head off.

At the bottom of each hour, presents arrived. A beautiful peony-emblazoned teapot and matching cup along with her favorite loose-leaf tea. A first edition of her favorite book from middle school. A high-end charm bracelet with emerald charms, an Eiffel Tower charm, a suitcase, and a knife-and-fork charm.

Each of the gifts was personalized to her. The level of consideration left her shaken. How could Raphael have done this? When had he had the time to even put a plan like this together in just four days? His resources had to be incredible.

An hour before opening, she’d had enough. “I’m going back to my office.”

“What do you want me to do with all these?” Oliver, her front-of-house manager, asked as she received yet another arrangement.

“Break them up and put them on the tables,” she suggested. “They shouldn’t go to waste. Send some over to Lovelace if you have to.”

“All right. By the way, what did he do?”

“What did who do?”

“The guy who pissed you off.” He held up the latest arrangement, a luscious gathering of fiery orange and bright green orchids. “This set matches your hair and eyes. And these ain’t cheap vases, either. Pretty sure these are vahses. Someone is trying to apologize, big-time. Who is it and what did he do?”

Oliver had been with her since she’d first opened Choux and although they got along well, she’d never shared any intimate secrets with him—not that there’d been much in the way of intimate secret action going on since she’d opened Lovelace. Today was not the day to start. If anything, she needed to talk to Renata again—and she had a good idea how that would go, after her new best friend picked herself up off the floor after laughing her ass off.

“For what it’s worth, I have no idea what this is all about.” She had a good idea, she just hoped she wouldn’t have to face it—or Raphael—for a while, if ever. Thanking Oliver, she took the latest bouquet and carried it to her office, noting the weight of the crystal vase. She’d also noticed the color theme of the every arrangement as well, all shades of reds and oranges with greenery. Perfect complements to her hair and eyes.

Placing the orchids on her desk covered with gifts, she slid into her chair, dropping the stack of small envelopes on the desk. After a few moments of staring at his bold handwriting, curiosity about what Raphael could possibly have to say finally got the best of her. She reached for one of the creamy ivory envelopes, tore it open, then extracted the card.

I’m sorry. Yours, R.

Her hands shook as she reached for another envelope. Then another. And another. Each card was an apology and always ended with, Yours, R.

Each card was a lie. Raphael had never been hers, not in the way she’d wanted. And this … whatever this was that he was doing, wouldn’t change things.

Oh, but how she wanted things to change. All the old yearnings and needs and, yes, heartache came rushing back, leaving her breathless.

She and Raphael had been each other’s firsts. Neither of them had wanted to start college as virgins. She wasn’t sure which of them had brought it up, but they’d both quickly agreed so they’d turned to each other, their deep friendship giving them a level of comfort that made the experience, and the repeat performances after that, fun and satisfying.

The summer Raphael’s father had died, though … that summer he’d needed her. She’d given him comfort and condolences, sex and surcease. The sex hadn’t been about mastering a new experience, but sharing an emotional connection. Sometime during that summer she’d given him her heart as well. If she were honest with herself, she’d admit he’d had it all along. She’d even believed that Raphael had loved her in return. Until the tear-filled night that he’d shed bitter tears vowing he’d never allow himself to fall in love, to be consumed like his parents had been.

She’d known then that they could never have more than what they’d shared that summer. He’d confirmed it when she’d hinted that she wouldn’t mind remaining stateside but he wouldn’t hear it. Wouldn’t ask her to stay with him. Her plans to attend culinary school in Paris continued, and he’d seen her to the airport with a kiss and a whisper of good luck. A smile and a wave had been her last sight of him.

She curled her hands over her eyes. She needed to remember that. When she’d needed him, Raphael hadn’t been there. She’d suffered through the worst time of her life alone. That was what she needed him to acknowledge and apologize for. Until then, their friendship and any other “-ship” would remain in the past.

A knock on the office door startled her out of her musings. The door opened, and Oliver poked his head inside.

“Macy, there’s a gentleman out in the dining room, requesting to speak with you,” he said, breaking into a wide grin. “And he’s hot like damn and whoa. Is that your secret admirer?”

Her heart leapt to her throat, then plummeted. “I don’t have a secret admirer.”

“He’s not a secret anymore, since he’s sitting at the best table in the restaurant like an Adonis in a three-piece suit. He looks just like that billionaire fighter guy, Raphael Jerroult.”

Macy smothered a groan, her last hope that it was someone, anyone else, evaporating. “Only Raphael Jerroult looks like Raphael Jerroult.”

“You have been seriously holding out on me!” Oliver exclaimed. “I didn’t know you were dating Raphael Jerroult!”

“I’m not.”

“Are you serious?” Oliver looked at her as if she were certifiable. “Every woman wants to date Raphael Jerroult!”

Macy lifted her chin. “I’m not every woman.”

He leaned against the door. “Well, if you’re not interested, can I have him?”

Macy laughed. “We’re old friends, Oliver. Unless something’s changed since I last saw him—or the last gossip site update—I don’t think he’s switched teams. Sorry.”

He looked down the hallway. “You might want to hurry it up. Our servers are tripping over themselves wanting to wait on him. We might have a riot on our hands.”

Her temper flared. Less than twenty-four hours after their drive-by reunion and Raphael was already creating chaos in her life. She tamped out the spurt of anger. “I’ll be right out.”

“All right. I’ll let him know you’re on your way—and I’ll try to keep our servers from making fools of themselves.”

After taking a moment to gather herself, Macy rose to her feet. She smoothed her hands down the front of her fitted black skirt. She could handle this. She could handle him. There was no other option, not if she wanted to maintain her peace of mind.

Suitably steadied, Macy made her way to the dining room. A discreet glance at her watch told Macy that it was two thirty. Apparently, Raphael had decided to deliver his latest gift in person.

The hostess had placed Raphael at a prime table with a commanding view of the room. Several of her staffers hung around the edges of the main floor, giggling like schoolgirls waiting for their boy-band crush. Raphael laughed and chatted with her server Michelle as she filled his water glass a little too slowly. When Raphael glanced Macy’s way, did a double take, then stared, Macy barely refrained from putting extra oomph into her walk. Having this particular man stare at her with such focus stirred her.

As she approached his table, he stood, gorgeous in a navy suit, robin’s egg blue shirt and patterned tie. His face blanked as his gaze travelled from her black pumps to the black pencil skirt to the vest that was almost a corset. When he reached her face, his eyes lit with admiration, appreciation, and a hunger that pulled at Macy’s core.

She kicked the sensation away as she stuck out a hand. “Hello again.”

“Is that any way to greet an old friend?” Taking her hand, Raphael drew her closer to place gentle kisses on both her cheeks. “Thank you for coming out to meet me.”

Macy could almost feel the curiosity of her staff members hit the roof. She had no doubt that news of her greeting the Crescent City Casanova would be all over the city before nightfall. Conscious of her employees watching their every move, Macy gave him a pleasant, professional smile. “What brings you by today, Raphael?”

“I decided to have a late lunch and since I haven’t dined here before, I decided today was the day to rectify my mistake.” He held out a chair for her. “I hope that you’ll join me. Michelle was just telling me about some of the lunch specials for today, but I’d like to hear about what pleases you.”

Michelle beamed, and Macy warmed at the suggestiveness in his tone. She sank into the chair. “What do you have a taste for?” she asked, then immediately regretted it.

His slow grin brimmed with sinful intent. “Oh, I think you remember my tastes,” he said, capturing and holding her gaze. “I’ll willingly leave myself in your more-than-capable hands.”

Macy hesitated, torn between throwing him out and throwing him to the floor to have her way with him. God, she’d always been weak where Raphael was concerned, but this older, more confident version plowed through every paltry defense she had.

Keeping her gaze on his, she ordered several small plates and a couple of entrées. She added a bottle of the house wine as an afterthought, then sent Michelle on her way. All the while, Raphael stared at her as if he’d never seen anything like her.

“Raphael—”

“You’re beautiful, Macy. You always have been, but now … seeing you is like getting struck by lightning. So is kissing you.”

Flustered, Macy dropped her gaze, concentrating on shaking out her napkin and rearranging her tableware. “What do you think you’re doing?”

“I told you, I’m having lunch.” He smiled at her. “As I said, I’ve never been here before.”

“That’s not what I meant and you know it.” She shook her head, then gestured around the dining room. “The flowers and the gifts. How were you able to do all of this? You must have run your assistant ragged.”

“I wouldn’t have my assistant pick out your flowers,” he said, sounding insulted. “That’s my handwriting on each and every card.”

The warmth that stole through her at the thought that she was somehow special to him irritated her. “A little over the top, don’t you think?”

“Not at all.” His smile disappeared. “The presents are gifts and trinkets I’ve picked up over the years. I know I shouldn’t have, but I’d see something and think, ‘Macy would like that,’ or ‘That reminds me of the time Macy and I got trapped in the library during a thunderstorm.’ Despite everything, I hoped I’d get to give them to you one day. If I’d known you were in New Orleans, I would have given them to you before now.”

She didn’t know what to say. “Raffie …”

“As for the flowers …” He shrugged. “I owe you eight years of flowers. Flowers to congratulate you for finishing culinary school, for opening this restaurant, and opening the bistro. Flowers for eight years of birthdays, Valentine’s Day, and just-because day. Flowers to mark all those special occasions. To show you that I didn’t forget.”

Her resolve, already flimsy, weakened further. “You don’t owe me anything.”

That sea-blue gaze bored into her. “Yes I do. I owe you everything, beginning with an apology.”

Now? He was apologizing now? “You’re eight years too late.”

“Better late than never.”

“If I accept your apology, will you leave?”

He gave her an unrepentant grin. “I said the apology was the beginning.”

“Do you honestly think an apology is going to fix everything between us?”

“No. So let’s play a game.”

She frowned. “What sort of game?”

“Twenty questions. You ask me a question, I’ll give you an honest answer. Then you’ll answer one of mine, just as honestly.”

Macy hesitated. As much as she wanted to know, needed to know, what had happened between them, she was afraid. Afraid of Raphael’s answers and the questions he’d ask in return. Still, to have this opportunity after so many years of silence was impossible to resist. “Why didn’t you ask me to stay with you instead of putting me on that plane to Paris?”

“We were twenty-two, Macy,” he reminded her. “Fresh out of college, and me fresh off my father’s suicide. I was in danger of turning you into a crutch instead of a friend, instead of a lover. It was way more than I should have done and it wasn’t fair to take advantage of our relationship like that.”

“You didn’t take anything I wasn’t willing to give,” she told him, her voice soft.

“I know,” he replied, his voice just as soft. “That’s the main reason I let you go. I was fucked up and I knew I would be for a while. I didn’t want to end up like him. Besides, you dreamed about being a chef since middle school. Who was I to keep you from that?” He shook his head. “It was time for me to grow up. So I did. Tried to, anyway. Now it’s my turn to ask a question.”

He took a sip of water, then speared her with a glance. “What happened with you and the baron dude?”

She blew out a relieved breath. Out of all the questions he could have asked, that was one of the easier ones. “Karl and I were better as friends than lovers. We got engaged because it was what his mother wanted, and we realized we loved his mother more than we loved each other. She’s still a dear friend.”

His features relaxed. “Have dinner with me.”

“It was my turn to ask a question,” Macy pointed out.

“That wasn’t a question.” He leaned forward. “Have dinner with me. Just you and me.”

“No.”

“I’m not leaving until you say yes.” He sat back in his chair, a relaxed predator. “I have my phone and my tablet, so I can conduct business between appetizers. I can be here all day.”

Her stomach tightened. “You wouldn’t.”

“I would. As a matter of fact, if business is what you’d prefer to discuss, I understand that your foundation wants donations from Hard Knocks Athletics.”

“I’ve already talked to Renata about that.”

“Forgive me for being blunt, but I handle all of the public relations activities for Hard Knocks and its parent company, DJD Holdings. Renata can talk to Sebastian, but Sebastian will turn it over to me to handle.”

Her brows knitted together. “Well, since you’re being blunt, maybe I should be, too. I don’t think someone with your reputation is a good fit for our organization.”

Hurt crossed his features, and Macy wished that she could pull the words back. Then his expression cleared. “Reputations can change.” He lowered his voice. “Maybe I’m looking to be reformed.”

Michelle took that moment to return to the table with their small plates. Macy remained silent until the server left, then filled the silence by describing each of the dishes she’d ordered, and suggesting he save room for the bourbon praline pie.

“This is good, Macy. Everything here tastes great. I knew you’d be good at this. You’re good at everything you touch.”

His tone, husky and low, pulled decadent memories from her, memories and yearning she’d thought long buried. “What do you want, Raffie?”

“I want you. I want to drown in sunset again.”

She gasped, remembering how he’d run his hands through her unruly red waves, making a curtain around them as they kissed, as she rode him. He’d called it drowning in sunset and she’d melted at his poetic sincerity.

“Raphael …”

He reached across the table, capturing her hand in his. “I missed you, Macy. Every single day. I still do.”

She jerked her hand away. “You have a strange way of showing it. You don’t miss someone by going incommunicado only two months after you promise not to forget them.”

A muscle in his jaw twitched. “You mean when I showed up in Paris to surprise you, only to discover you’d pulled a fast one and disappeared?”

She jerked her head up. “What?”

His expression hardened, losing its boyish, seductive charm. “I tried, Macy. I tried to do the right thing, do what was expected of me, but I couldn’t. Not back then. Two months after you went to Paris, I turned the daily management of the company back over to the chief operations officer, spent a month getting everything in order, and headed to Paris to find you.”

His hand curled into a fist around his fork. “You weren’t there. I searched for you, and when I finally called your father, he told me you didn’t want to see me. I had nothing left, so I went to Thailand and spent two years disciplining myself by studying Muay Thai. Then I got on the international circuit and when I tried to track you down again, I discovered you were dating that prince dude.”

A tremble swept through his hand before he dropped the fork. He reached for his left wrist, toying with his cuff. “I figured you’d found your happily-ever-after and I decided it was best to let you have it.”

He didn’t know.

She’d been in the process of working up a full head of steam to tell him off once and for all. It evaporated on a rush of realization. He didn’t know what had happened to her in Paris, didn’t know that she’d tried to contact him. She’d thought he’d abandoned her in her time of need when the reality was that he’d been on his way to her. He’d gone to Paris looking for her, but it had been too late.

Moved, she reached out a hand and wrapped her fingers around his wrist. Realizing what she felt beneath his cuff wasn’t a watch, she pushed back his sleeve.

A braided red cord encircled his wrist. No, not a cord, but hair. Her hair.

Her breath caught in her throat as memories assailed her. The morning before they’d headed for the airport, she’d cut a lock of hair and braided it into a bracelet. She’d tied it around his wrist and had nearly broken down when she’d asked him not to forget her. He’d sworn he wouldn’t. Apparently he’d kept his word.

“R-Raffie?”

He smiled at her, sadness pulling down his features. “An eight-year-old keepsake,” he told her. “I had it reinforced with silver so I wouldn’t lose it, lose my last tie to you. I never forgot, Macy. How could I?”

“Oh God.” Tears flooded her vision. She’d been wrong. She’d been so wrong all these years. The last bits of her anger and defenses fell away, leaving her shaken and light-headed. “Oh God, Raffie, I’m sorry. I’m so sorry.”

He turned his wrist, recapturing her hand. “I’m sorry, too, that I made you think for even a second that I’d turned my back on you. Have dinner with me tonight, Macy. Dinner and conversation, that’s all. I want us to catch up on each other’s lives and to mend fences. I miss my best friend. I want her back.”

God, how could she refuse him? Especially when she still owed him an apology and an explanation. “Tomorrow. It’s my turn to close the restaurant tonight, so I won’t be leaving here until late. But tomorrow I’ll be over at Lovelace and I’m usually out of there by five, barring any kitchen emergencies.”

“Tomorrow night it is.” He gave her a brilliant smile as he took out his smartphone to take down her contact information. She could only hope he’d have reason to smile at her again after she confessed everything that happened in Paris.


CHAPTER FOUR

Late the following afternoon, Raphael strolled into the entrance of Lovelace, Macy’s other restaurant. It was down in the Arts District, surprisingly within walking distance of the converted warehouse he’d bought for his New Orleans digs. While he could convince himself that transitioning JerTech and DJD Holdings to NOLA had kept him far too busy to explore, guilt hounded him as he realized how close he’d been to her all along.

He had a lot of things to make up for. Right here, right now was the beginning of making things right.

A young blonde in black jeans and a black T-shirt bearing the restaurant’s name approached him. “Hi, welcome to Lovelace. Will you be dining with us this evening?”

“Actually, I’ll just sit at the bar.” He couldn’t resist adding, “I’m meeting Macy when she’s done for the day.”

“I see.” The hostess gave him a quick assessment, then smiled. “Feel free to take a seat at the bar, and I’ll let Macy know that you’re here, Mister … ?”

“Raphael.” He smiled at her. “Thank you.”

She blinked at him, then turned and made a beeline for the back as he settled onto a comfortable barstool that gave him a good view of the entire floor. After ordering a whiskey neat, he surveyed the restaurant. It was still early for the dinner crowd, but the bistro wasn’t empty. A mixed college-aged group took up the lounge area in front of the window, plowing through a large swath of appetizers and beers. A scattering of couples and groups dined at the tables.

Lovelace had a casual vibe far from Choux’s upscale, expensive ambience. Warm colors anchored the relaxed atmosphere, underscored by the lounge areas placed near the bar and the front window. It had a familiar feel to it and it took him several moments to realize what it was. Lovelace’s felt like home, the Lovelace home that he’d all but grown up in after his mother’s death. Choux may have represented the sophisticated Macy who’d lived in Europe for several years, but Lovelace was Macy’s heart, the Macy he’d known for half his life.

Need pulled at him. It had been years since he’d had to work hard for a woman he wanted. Macy wasn’t just any woman, however. She was his first, his saving grace, the only woman he’d been tempted to give everything to. That moment of insanity had been brief but facets of it remained, ready to erupt again. He knew if he wasn’t careful, he’d slide back into that same desperate hunger he’d had before and this time he didn’t know if he’d be able to walk away. He didn’t know if he wanted to.

His phone vibrated with an incoming text. He dug it out of his jacket pocket to find a message from Sebastian. Are you still stalking Macy?

I made us another ten million today, Raphael texted back. I think I’m allowed to go to a bar to have a drink to celebrate.

So you are stalking her. Because having a three-hour lunch wasn’t long enough to get your point across. I didn’t think the great Raphael Jerroult had to try that hard. I might need to see this with my own eyes.

Raphael scowled. The last thing he needed was one off his partners getting in his shit. Don’t you have a hot woman you need to get back to?

Bite me.

You wish.

Sebastian threw his words back at him. Don’t you have a hot woman you need to get back to, instead of texting me?

Fuck. Irritated, Raphael shoved his phone back in his pocket, certain that Sebastian was currently laughing his ass off at Raphael’s expense. He made a mental note to kick his partner’s ass during a sparring match the next day. After all, he still owed Sebastian for not telling him about Macy and her restaurants.

“Raphael.”

He turned at the sound of Macy’s voice, stopped and stared. She was walking toward him, though it was more like a rolling glide that was quite a feat in black stiletto pumps. Charcoal gray pants encased her legs and she wore a pretty, patterned blouse in shades of bronze and greens that hugged her curves and liberally exposed her cleavage. Her hair was down today, loose curls falling past her shoulders, framing her heart-shaped face and calling attention to the emerald of her eyes.

He sucked in a breath as her essence steamrolled him. One hundred-proof longing flooded his system, making him lean against the bar. He’d been foolish, too young and too stupid to realize what he’d had, what he’d lost eight years ago. He knew it now though. Knew that he’d do everything in his power to make things right, make things the way they were meant to be.

She stopped in front of him. “What’s wrong?”

“Nothing. Not a damn thing.”

One eyebrow quirked upward. “You’re staring.”

“That’s because you’re beautiful.”

Heat flushed her cheeks. “How much have you contributed to my bottom line there, champ?” she joked, gesturing at his drink.

“That’s the first one, and I’m not a lightweight.” Conscious of her employees working around them, he took her hands, then air-kissed both her cheeks. It seemed the safest of all the greetings he could have done, and more socially acceptable than the greeting he wanted to give her—one that involved tongue and handfuls of her luscious curves.

“This place is fantastic,” he complimented, putting a respectable distance between them again. “Don’t get me wrong, Choux is excellent, but this place reminds me of game night at your dad’s place with a bowl of your dad’s gumbo in one hand and your dessert-of-the-day in the other.”

A smile lit her eyes. “Thanks. That’s exactly the feel I was going for. I actually named the restaurant in Dad’s honor, and there’s even a dessert named for him. Lovelace does a nice side business in catered desserts. It allows me to make use of my pastry-chef training.”

He gave her an admiring glance. “You’ve done really well for yourself, Macy. I know your dad’s got to be proud of you.”

She blushed anew. “Thanks, Raffie. I appreciate your saying that.” She looked up at him, a blush staining her cheeks again. “So, what are we doing for dinner?”

“I wouldn’t mind ditching my idea and staying here instead,” he suggested.

“And become the main attraction for my staff?” She shook her head. “No thanks.”

“I understand.” He was used to being on display, but Macy wouldn’t be. “My original plan was to ride the bike over to Family Thai’s.”

“Oh my God. I haven’t been there since college. Is that place really still open?”

“I’m just as surprised as you are. They’ve made some changes, but the food is still delicious.” He gave her another long look because he could and he appreciated the view. “I thought we’d take my bike over, but I wouldn’t dare mess up your hair or your lovely outfit.”

“If you’d met me at my house, I could have changed into something bike appropriate,” she retorted. “We’ll have to take my MINI Cooper. I parked out back.”

“Macy.” He waited until she turned back around. “Look at me. Do I look like I can fit into a MINI Cooper?”

She gave him a long, slow perusal that fired his blood and sent it straight to his cock. “No, I suppose not. You’ve definitely grown up, Raphael Jerroult. We’ve both changed a lot in the last eight years.”

“We have. I look forward to getting to know the new version of you. So much so that I’ll even sacrifice my dignity and ride shotgun in your Cooper.”

“It won’t be that bad. Follow me.”

It wasn’t bad, at least not from Macy’s point of view. As for poor Raffie. … He had definitely filled out since college, his years as a Muay Thai fighter giving him bulk to go with his height that was a study in hilarity as he folded himself into the passenger seat of her MINI. Luckily it didn’t take long to drive to the Thai diner that was one of their old hangouts.

“They have updated the place,” Macy observed as they made their way inside, taking in the upgraded décor. Though many of the patrons seemed to be college students, there were plenty of older couples and families there as well. “I like it.”

“You’d better,” Raphael warned as he did that fighter thing of swinging his arms and craning his neck side to side to loosen his muscles. “It’s gonna take me a while to work the kinks out of my back. I think you’re going to owe me a massage.”

“Just send me the bill, champ,” she tossed over her shoulder, smothering her laughter as a server led them back to an intimate corner. Although the idea of someone else running their hands all over him caused a flare of jealousy deep inside.

Sweet baby Jesus, the man was impossibly, unbearably hot with his tousled blond hair and blue-green eyes staring at her as if she were a buffet that he very much wanted to devour. Tonight he wore a black leather motorcycle jacket that had seen better days over a white T-shirt stretched tight across his impeccable chest. It tucked into well-worn loose-fitting jeans that encased his long legs. Well-broken-in boots shod his feet. Looking at him, you would never know he was worth more than some small countries. Although she had a feeling that when most women looked at Raphael Jerroult, their first thought wasn’t the size of his bank account.

She concentrated on the menu as the server relayed the specials for the night, hoping Raphael didn’t notice how gobsmacked she was over him. It probably happened so often that he no longer noticed. She had to remember that. There was a trail of women behind him, starting with her. There was no need to go there again.

Soon enough they had their orders placed and matching cups of green tea in their hands. “So, Mr. Gazillionaire,” she drawled. “All that money and you bring me to an old college hangout for our first date in however long?”

He grinned at her. “Why, my dear Miz Lovelace,” he drawled right back, “would you have really wanted to be caught dining with me at one of your competitors?”

“You have a point, sir.” She took a sip of her tea. “I suppose you and your partners get a lot of media attention, solicited or otherwise.”

“We do,” he acknowledged as their basil rolls and soup arrived. “We’ve each learned to deal with it in our own way. The usual attention I get has died down since I took over JerTech, but I’m still the public face for my company and for DJD Holdings as a whole. These days, I’m mostly photographed at charity events.”

“That must bore someone like you to tears.”

“Someone like me?” His eyebrows rose. “You know me, Macy. At least, you used to. Do you really think I’ve changed so much?”

Guilt pricked her as she realized she’d offended him. Instead of apologizing, she said, “That’s why we’re here, right? To get to know each other again?”

He gave her a long look full of serious regard. “The first thing you should know is that the media’s first goal is to make money, not tell the truth. Painting me as a serial playboy—and God knows I gave them the ammunition—made them a ton of money. It also gave me a lot of publicity, which I used to help my collective businesses, and our charity work.” He toyed with his tea. “Considering how each one of us had someone who saved us from ourselves, giving back is the least we can do.”

She wondered if he meant her and her family, Armand Duparte, or someone else. The emotion that filled his tone was sincere, causing her to seriously question what she knew of Raphael Jerroult now versus what she used to know. Was that man still inside him? Had he been there all along, protected by the playboy facade?

She struggled for a lighter, safer topic. “When did you take over JerTech again?”

“A year ago. My last fight left me with a pretty severe shoulder injury. I had the best doctors put it back together but I knew it essentially was a weakness that would be exploited by my opponents if I ever entered a ring again. So I retired from Muay Thai and focused on using my brain instead of my brawn to make money. I’d already dusted off my business degree a few years back when Sebastian, Gabriel, and I decided to pool our prize money and form DJD. Besides, it was high time for me to come back. I didn’t like the feeling that I couldn’t hack running something my father half-assed his way through after my mother died.”

“You could have done it and been good at it back then, Raffie,” she refuted, reaching over to wrap her fingers around his. “You worked there summers in high school. College was all about you taking over the business one day. But no one should have expected you to lead the company immediately after your father’s death. That shouldn’t have been asked of anyone, least of all a twenty-two-year-old.”

“Maybe.” He gave her a brief smile. “I figured I had something to prove, like the first time I stepped into a ring in Thailand. I threw my whole self into fast-tracking through the company, learning all I could. I gave myself the length of my rehabilitation to understand the ins and outs of managing JerTech, and as soon as I had a clean bill of health, I officially assumed leadership.”

Their food arrived, red curry for him, spicy noodles for her. Macy dug in with gusto despite knowing she’d have to pay for it with a longer workout the next day. At his gentle prodding, she filled him in on the highlights of culinary school, her favorite desserts, the scary opportunity to open her restaurant, the lean first year, then finally achieving enough success to open Lovelace. He told her of his time in Thailand, a country he clearly loved if the tone of his voice was any indication.

Dinner went better than she’d expected, with none of the awkwardness she had assumed the years would show. Sitting and talking to him over spicy curry was like picking up a jump rope again. Muscle memory kicked in, years and distance fell away, and she found herself laughing and leaning into him like old times.

“Thank you for this,” she said, polishing off the last of her green-tea ice cream. “I haven’t had a night like this since …” She had no idea. Running the restaurants took all her energy, maybe more than they should have, but when her evening entertainment consisted of putting her feet up and breaking out her tablet, it was easier to stay at Choux or Lovelace instead.

“Believe it or not, I haven’t, either,” he said, giving over his ice cream before she could steal it. “I’m appreciating this just as much as you are.”

She snorted her disbelief. “Somehow I find that hard to believe.”

“Why?”

She gestured around the now-closing restaurant. “This hardly seems like your usual hangout spots. After all, there are no cameras, so screaming crowds of adoring fans, and dinner isn’t going to break fifty bucks.”

“This is different,” he insisted. “This is comfortable, relaxing.” He caught her gaze again. “Real.”

“Come on, Raffie. You don’t really expect me to believe that you’re not a man about town with a different woman on your arm every week.”

“I was a good poster boy for the high-roller lifestyle before my injury ended my career,” he said. “When I took the reins at JerTech, I took the role, and the responsibility, seriously. That means I can’t fall asleep in meetings because I was partying until four in the morning.”

“I bet your girlfriends weren’t happy about that,” she said, then instantly regretted it.

“They were never my girlfriends, and they knew that. But no, the last one wasn’t happy that my glamorous jet-setting lifestyle was over. Dashing young billionaire CEO was all well and good but not if it meant staying in Baton Rouge. It was better to end it sooner instead of later. I told her to go talk to Gabriel.”

“You didn’t.” Gabriel Devereaux, the few times she’d met him, came across as cold and dangerous, the extreme opposite of Raphael’s sunny disposition. While she knew that there was more to Raphael than what could be seen on the surface, she didn’t want to know what lurked beneath the cool dark of Gabriel’s eyes.

“I did, and she went.” He shrugged.

Macy blinked. “Wow, that’s …”

“That’s all there is to say about that.” That Caribbean blue gaze caught her. “I didn’t think you’d be so concerned with my love life or lack thereof, Macy.”

She opened her mouth to deny it, but no words came out. She’d spent years feeling hurt and angry over being abandoned by him only to discover that he had come for her but she’d taken off. He had probably had the same feelings of hurt and abandonment that she’d had, and he’d be completely justified if he were angry with her, but he wasn’t. Not yet. When she finally told him everything about Paris, he’d probably never speak to her again.

“We should probably go,” she said lamely, pushing away the empty ice cream bowl. “We both have businesses to run, empires to build.”

He stared at her for a long moment before climbing to his feet. He dug his wallet out of his back pocket, extracted a hundred-dollar bill, then left it on the table. “Thanks for eating the last of my ice cream, by the way. I might actually be able to fold myself back into that matchbox of a car.”

She stuck her tongue out at him. His eyes widened a fraction, his gaze narrowed onto her mouth. “Just for that, you owe me a ride.”

“Excuse me?”

“On my bike.” He gave her a teasing grin as he held the door open for her, as if he knew exactly where her mind went and heartily approved. “This weekend. I know those are probably busy days for you, but maybe Sunday, if the weather holds, we can take a ride and have a picnic.”

Her ears heated. It was still difficult to reconcile this Raphael with the dear friend she remembered. He’d always been intense but he’d never been so … overtly male and sexual. She gripped her purse tight, fighting the urge to touch him, to tunnel her hands into his jacket and rub her cheek along his T-shirt as she breathed him in. God, less than a week of seeing him again and she was already gone on him.

“What do you say, Macy? I’m not a daredevil, despite what people might say. If the bike is too much, we’ll take the convertible.”

The sweet simplicity of the idea appealed to her, and the weather had been beautiful, not too humid yet. If Sunday was anything like tonight’s dinner, she’d enjoy herself immensely. “You’re on.”

He directed her back to the Arts District, then instructed to pull over in front of a brick two-story that looked like it had been a warehouse in its former life. “This is where you live?”

“Yeah. I found it a couple of months ago. I would invite you in but all I’ve done on the main level is install a gym.”

Of course. “Maybe that picnic should be a furniture-shopping expedition.”

The dim light from the street light illuminated his brilliant smile. “I’d appreciate the help, Macy. You have impeccable taste.”

Macy pursed her lips. He couldn’t have maneuvered her better if he’d tried. And if that wasn’t trying, resisting him was going to prove impossible. She couldn’t refuse him without being rude, and her daddy had taught her better than that. “All right. I’ll see you later.”

He leaned over and gave her a kiss on the cheek that she felt to her toes. “Thanks for coming to dinner, Macy. And the conversation. Even the crook in my neck. Good night.”

With that, he unfolded himself from her car and made his way to the door, where he turned to watch her drive away. It took her a moment during which she realized the car didn’t need to be started again. Fumbling, she got herself and the car into gear, then drove off with a lighthearted wave that contradicted the emotion churning inside her.

Raphael was back, and she was in trouble.


CHAPTER FIVE

It was time.

Her defenses had remained intact for a whole week, and she had to admit that if Raphael had pressed her for more it would have been easier to refuse him. He hadn’t pushed her for anything since that first day. Instead, they hung out, talked, went furniture shopping, rode his massive Harley across the Lake Pontchartrain Causeway to the North Shore—which was an adventure in itself—and reaffirmed their friendship. Their friendship felt as comfortable as it had been before the terrible summer, that perfect summer when everything had changed.

Their relationship was a different animal. The casual touches that tingled along her skin. The glances that melted her insides. The simple kisses hello and good-bye that would have been chaste if not for her deliciously naughty thoughts. The nights alone in her bed, dreaming of him and all the wonderful things he used to do to her and with her. Wondering what it would be like to be with this new version of Raphael, the champion fighter, the expert lover.

A thrill of excitement swept through her as she dialed his cell. She knew he was probably handling some multibillion-dollar deal, but if she waited, she might lose her nerve. Who was she kidding? Given the intensity of her fantasies of being with him, she’d probably jump his bones the next time she saw him.

“Macy?”

“Oh, hi,” she stammered. “I was expecting to get your voice mail. I know you’re busy.”

“Never too busy for you,” he said, his voice like warmed honey. “What’s up?”

She decided to jump right in. “I was wondering if you’re free for dinner tonight at my place.”

“A home-cooked meal from the hottest chef in New Orleans?” He chuckled. “What time should I arrive?”

“About six thirty should be okay.” She took a deep breath, then plunged ahead. “You should also plan on staying for breakfast. If you want.”

A pause on the other end. “I want,” he finally said, his voice low. “Are you sure?”

“I’m sure.” She paused, then put all her need into her voice. “Very sure.”

Getting through the remainder of the day was hell. She finally called it quits at four, had a quick staff meeting, then headed out. Somehow she made it through a trip to the grocery store, then guided the MINI to the northern edge of the French Quarter. Though it was newer than the row houses in the Quarter, Macy loved the charm of her two-bedroom, second-story condo with its brick and wrought-iron facade and her view of the inner courtyard. A lovely fountain muted most of the sounds of the city, and coming home was like entering another world.

She stopped short at the sight of the bright red sportscar in her guest parking spot, a low-slung expensive import she had become very familiar with over the last few days. Raphael stepped out as she pulled into her designated space and killed the engine, a black leather duffel and a large bouquet of peonies in his hand. He was gorgeous as usual in his dove gray suit, crisp white shirt, and sapphire blue tie that darkened his eyes.

She forced herself to take a deep breath to calm the onset of nervous excitement as she exited the car. “You’re early.”

He nodded. “I was shit for working after I got your phone call,” he admitted with no apparent embarrassment. “So I thought I’d come over and help you with dinner.”

“I don’t know about that.” She grabbed the groceries from the backseat and handed a couple of bags to him. “Have you graduated from mac-and-cheese and Hot Pockets?”

“Barely.” He flashed a grin. “I can now cut open a bag of salad greens without cutting myself.”

“Good boy,” she teased. “I’m so proud of you.”

He stepped closer to her, his lashes lowered over his startling eyes. “So what do I get for my reward?”

“Beyond a home-cooked meal?” she managed to ask, her tone breathy. He had a way of stealing the air. “Greedy, aren’t you?”

“When it comes to you? Absolutely.”

The impact of Raphael shot straight to her core. He was walking, talking sex on a stick and her hormones stood up and shouted hallelujah. Flustered anew, she made her way up the stairs to her door, her grip on her purchases slipping due to her suddenly sweaty palms. What if her memories of their time together were over-inflated? What if she disappointed him? What if he disappointed her? What if she was about to make the biggest mistake of her life and risk her heart again?

Conscious of Raphael behind her, she unlocked the door, disengaged the alarm, and stepped inside. She turned to face him and the naked hunger and need in his expression stole her breath. What she saw was what she felt. Her body screamed at her with want, with the demand that she do something to ease the ache this man caused in her. “Raphael.”

“Macy.” Raphael dropped his duffel, then reached for her one-handed, pulling her close. She had just a second to prepare before his mouth descended, laying siege to hers. The world zeroed down to the feel of his tongue sliding along hers, the heat of his body pressing against hers, and the hardness of his erection brushing the juncture of her thighs.

Whatever she held slipped to the floor as she reached up, tunneling her hands into his hair, needing to anchor herself, needing him to continue what he did so well—give her pleasure stacked on pleasure. His large hand splayed across her lower back, holding her where he wanted her. With a slight tilt of his head he changed the intensity of the kiss, light, licking forays of his tongue that left her breathless and craving more. She registered the slam of the door, then the hard edge of the hall table against her butt. Then—God, yes!—he used both hands to push up her skirt and lift her against the hard ridge of his arousal.

“Been rock-hard like this all damn day,” he muttered against her mouth. “Thinking about you, about this.”

He claimed her mouth again and she forgot everything—forgot the groceries at their feet, forgot that she needed to tell him something important, that she should be wary of getting too involved with him again. Only one thought reverberated through her body: she had to have Raphael, the sooner the better.

After a blissful eternity spent drowning in his kiss, she loosened her grip on his hair. He broke off the kiss, resting his forehead against hers as he gasped for air. “I didn’t intend to do that,” he admitted. “I wanted to prove to you that it’s not just about this, that it’s everything you give me and it’s worth more than being a bad boy. That look in your eyes just now … God, Macy. I suddenly wanted to be really bad.”

“You are really bad.” Her ardor dimmed slightly as she thought of his reputation, the models and starlets he used to be seen with.

He cupped her face, rough hands gentle on her skin. “I’ll be good to you, Macy,” he whispered. “I won’t make you doubt me.” He gave her another deep kiss. His hands slowly slid down her cheeks to her throat, stopping just above the swell of her breasts. Heat radiated off him, the tiny space between his palms and her breasts almost cracking with electric sensation. She took a breath, then a deeper one, her chest rising and falling, her breasts aching for the feel of his hands and his mouth.

He stepped back, a look of pain tightening his features. “We should get the groceries to the kitchen and your flowers in some water.”

She took a wobbling step sideways, then reached for the bouquet. “I hope we didn’t break anything.”

He gathered the bags, then followed her to the kitchen. “Doesn’t seem like it, though I think whatever you brought home from Choux is toast.”

“Actually, it’s bourbon praline pie. I’d planned on cooking chicken marsala.”

“Sounds good.” He set the bags on the kitchen island. “Of course, whatever you cook will be fine with me. Home-cooked meals are a rarity.”

“Then I’m glad I could do this for you,” she said, opening the under-sink cabinet for a vase. “You don’t have to be on your best behavior with me, though. Relax.”

She arranged the blooms while Raphael busied himself with putting the perishables in her fridge. He’d brought her peonies again, beautiful fiery red and pale white, her favorites. That he’d remembered touched her in ways she couldn’t believe. Everything he’d done in the last week had touched her.

As he touched her now, moving up to her from behind, sliding an arm around her waist as he dropped kisses onto the nape of her neck. She braced herself with both hands against the counter as she was once again held prisoner by his sensual skill.

“You’ve seen me at my worst, Macy,” he said, his breath warm against her ear. “Now I want to show you how good I can be.”

Before she could process his intent, he’d untied the sash at her waist and pulled the front of her wrap dress open, then off her shoulders, leaving her trapped in the sleeves and between the hard edge of the counter and the harder ridge of his arousal. She shivered, realizing he’d shed his jacket at some point. The smooth cloth of his shirt brushed across her bare shoulders, the sensation filling her with a sweet longing.

He drew in a ragged breath against the back of her neck. “Don’t move.”

He stepped back, allowing her dress to drop until it draped at her hips, only the sleeves gathered at her wrists saving the dress from falling to the floor. Then he pulled the dress completely off, leaving her wearing her bra and panties, garters and stockings and her heels.

“God, Macy,” he groaned, reverence enriching his tone. “You have no idea what seeing you like this does to me.”

“Wh-what does it do to you?” she managed to ask, though she had a pretty good idea. She could feel a heavy ache in her core, the moisture leaking into the silk of her thong. Surely he was just as affected as she was? Surely he wanted and needed this as badly as she did—more than her next breath, she wanted his lips on hers, his hands on her body, his cock surging inside her.

He pressed against her again, his arousal large and insistent against the crease of her buttocks. “You know,” he said, his voice rough, dark. “You know what you’ve always done to me.”

His free hand slid around her waist, but instead of drawing her back against him, he pushed his agile fingers into her panties to find the throbbing bud of her clit.

“Yes,” he hissed as she moaned. “That’s what I want—you, hot and wet and ready for me.”

“But dinner—”

“Can wait.” He dipped his fingers into her wanting folds and she nearly buckled from the sudden, overwhelming pleasure. She gripped the edge of the counter as he pressed into her from behind. She could feel his erection, feel the hardness rubbing against the all-but-bare cleft of her behind in a ghostly imitation of what they both wanted. What she knew she needed.

It had been so long, too long since she’d had this, since she’d felt this. Moaning, she pushed back against him, then jerked forward as his talented fingers circled her clit.

“You need this, don’t you?” he whispered, uncannily able to read her. “No matter what you say, no matter what lies you try to tell me or tell yourself, your body will always tell me the truth. For tonight at least, your body and your pleasure belong to me.”

An automatic denial flooded her throat. As if he sensed it coming, he bit down on her earlobe, a light nip that she felt all the way to her toes. She gasped, and a gush of liquid heat flooded her center, drenching his fingers.

His dark chuckle acknowledged what they both knew. He always knew what she wanted, what she needed when it came to sex. There was no point in denying the truth, not with his fingers stroking into her soaking pussy, ramping her pleasure higher and higher toward pure mindlessness.

“Macy. Tell me that you want this. Tell me that you want me.”

He already knew, so why ask? He needed the words, she realized. He needed to hear her acknowledge this huge, unstoppable force between them, the fire that had never gone out, the passion that time and distance hadn’t extinguished.

“Yes.” She gasped, her pussy clenching down on his fingers. “Yes, Raphael, I want this. I want you.”

“Good girl.” He pulled his fingers from her channel, causing her to whimper in protest. “You deserve a reward.”

He spun her around, claiming her mouth in a brutal kiss that convinced her unequivocally that he wanted this as much as she did. His hands slid down her sides to her hips as he lifted her onto the counter. She wrapped her legs around his waist, her arms encircling his shoulders to draw him closer. It was his turn to shudder as she pressed open-mouthed kisses to his throat, collarbone, those gorgeous, sinful lips. He responded by thrusting his hips forward, rubbing his hardness against her silk-covered entrance in a delicious friction that only made her want more.

When she reached for his shirt to pull it free from his waistband, he pulled away. “Don’t.”

“Not yet, my beautiful Macy.” He reached for the thin string of her panties, grinning when he realized she’d put them on over her garters. “Oh, babe. You’re so fucking hot.”

He slowly pulled her panties down her legs, his gaze pinned to hers as he spread her thighs. “You should see how beautiful you are,” he breathed. “Your hair spilling over your shoulders like a flaming waterfall, your breasts pushed up by that bra. I love the way your skin flushes when you’re on the brink of coming. I love how responsive you are to me and the pleasure I give you.”

She watched in stunned amazement as he lifted her panties to his face and inhaled deeply. “Your scent drives me crazy,” he confessed, his voice both dreamy and raw. “You’d left behind a pair of panties when you left. I kept them, and your pillow, for as long as I could.”

“Raphael.” How could he have her on the brink of coming and tears at the same time?

He tucked her panties into his pocket, all the while holding her captive with his gaze. The need in his expression stole her breath, made her light-headed. “You know me, Macy. You know the me that matters. The me that burns for you. The me that craves you with every fiber of my being.”

Tears stung her eyes, her heart and body overflowing because of him, for him. “Raphael.”

“You have no idea the power you have over me, Macy. You’re my food, my drug. My everything.” Holding her thighs open, he leaned forward to give her an intimate kiss. The first warm stroke of his tongue over her super-sensitive flesh had her keening from the exquisite shock of sensation.

Raphael groaned deeply, pulling her ass to the edge of the counter, balancing her precariously so that he had better access to all her intimate parts. Barely mindful of her stilettos, Macy carefully balanced her feet on his shoulders, as open as she could be for him. It was more than enough as he plundered her drenched folds with his lips and teeth and tongue, making darting sweeps to her smaller puckered opening before returning to lap her folds and teasingly circling her clit.

He was a master, a maestro who thoroughly enjoyed his work as he drew musical moans and percussive pants from her finely tuned body. She cried out again, her hands flailing wildly as she sought contact with something, anything to help her stay grounded. Her fingers sank into the thickness of his unruly hair as her legs spread wider of their own volition. Her hips rose and fell involuntarily as she shamelessly lifted her core to his mouth in a greedy quest for more, for everything. The contrast of cool granite and hot tongue ignited her desire, catapulting her up to the pinnacle of pleasure.

Raphael demonstrated that he hadn’t forgotten a thing about her body, bringing her down with light strokes of his tongue before drawing her up again. All at once he grabbed her wrists, pinning her hands to her sides as he thrust deep inside her with firm strokes of his tongue. The sensation of being bound, held captive by his will and his sensual demand sent her over the edge. She came hard, bowing off the counter, his name torn from her throat on a keening cry.


CHAPTER SIX

Raphael scooped Macy up and searched for her bedroom. Luckily there weren’t many doors to choose from, and he quickly found the master.

Gently, he settled her onto the bed, then began to remove her remaining clothes. He slipped off her shoes, then took his time unclipping her stockings from the garters. Slowly he rolled her stockings down each shapely leg, stopping every so often to press little licking kisses to her skin.

Her eyes fluttered open as he reached for the metal fasteners that held the front of teal-colored brocaded bra closed. “You’re pure magic,” she told him, sighing with evident relief as he freed her breasts from the confining material.

“Not magic, just inspired.” For the first time in eight years, he gazed down at her nude body. She was breathtaking. Mesmerized, he reached out to glide his fingertips over her, not daring more than the light touch. The pale rose of her nipples, small bullet points topping the darker rose of her areolas, the generous handfuls of her breasts. Her pale soft skin, sloping from her ribs down to the gentle swell of her belly and the gorgeous curves of her hips. Macy had an hourglass figure, a bombshell form, the physique of a goddess.

Her hands fluttered at her sides, as if she fought the urge to cover herself. “Say something.”

“You’ve scrambled my brain, sweet Macy,” he said honestly. “You’re even more beautiful than I remembered.” He brushed his thumb across one distended nipple. “So very beautiful. I can hardly wait for the second round.”

“I want you, Raffie,” she said plainly. “I want you inside me, so you can feel as good as I do right now. But you’ve worn me out. I don’t know if I have the energy to do more than lie here right now. I think I might need a minute or forty to recover.”

“Don’t worry, sweetheart,” he told her, pleased that she wanted to please him, even as wrung out as she was. “Right now all I want you to do is lie there. I’ll take care of us both.”

* * *

Macy’s breath caught as she watched Raphael remove his tie and shed his shirt and undershirt, stripping away the civilized man of industry, revealing the hardened body of a warrior. The corded muscles of his arms, the indentation of his abs. It may have been an injury and a couple of years since he’d been in a fight, but you wouldn’t know it by looking at him.

“Your nipples just got harder,” he said, his voice low and husky. “I think someone really likes what she sees.”

“Yes,” she tried to say, but the word wouldn’t escape the want thickening in her throat. She swallowed, moistened her lips, tried again. “I’m sure other women have told you how gorgeous you are.”

“The only woman that matters is you.” He trailed his fingers up her ribcage, up the valley between her breasts. Goosebumps broke out over her skin, her breath coming in short gasps as he stroked over her collarbone, up her neck to her lips.

She wanted to say something important, profound, but the words wouldn’t come. Instead, she pressed her face against his hand, physically naked and emotionally bare. Her earlier sense of calm faded, replaced by a growing hunger. Desire and something deeper gripped her in a vise, a pressure that threatened to shatter her.

He leaned over her, giving her a nearly chaste kiss. The sweetness of the kiss was eclipsed by his nimble fingers on her nipples, giving them a pinch on the razor’s edge of pain. She cried out, every sense heightened, her nerve endings stretched tight.

“Are you okay, sweetheart?”

“Yes.” Tears spiked her lashes, blurring her vision. “I need you Raphael. Please, I need you so bad.”

He squeezed his eyes shut, and for a moment she feared that she’d revealed too much in her tone. That need—her need for him, his for her—had put distance between them before, eight long years of distance. Now that he was back, now that they had this, she didn’t want to push him away again.

She lifted her hips. “I need you inside me,” she said, hoping he’d believe she’d meant that all along.

He opened his eyes, the stark hunger in his gaze stunning her. The hunger mixed with a strange vulnerability she only recognized because she’d seen it before with him, in him. She reached for him, tangling her fingers with his. “Raphael, please. Don’t make us wait anymore. It’s too much.”

He pulled several condom packets out of his pocket before shedding the rest of his clothing. He turned back to her and she got her first good look at this older, more intense Raphael, got a good look at just how much he wanted her.

“Uhm … are you bigger there too?”

He chuckled, the sound strained as he joined her on the bed. “We’ll fit together, sweetheart, as well as we always have. I’ll make sure of it.”

Her earlier orgasm had primed her completely. She didn’t think she could be more ready but Raphael proved her wrong as he joined her on the bed. He began to with slow, drugging kisses, starting at her forehead and leaving no patch of skin unclaimed by his mouth. Behind her ears, her chin, the hollow of her throat, the bend of her elbow, the webbing between her fingers—with each kiss he exorcised the spirits of lovers past until only he remained, filling up all her empty spaces and binding her to him forever.

By the time he rolled a condom on, her entire body hummed with the need to have him inside her. Her hips rose involuntarily, her movements limited but inexorable. She wanted him inside her.

Now.

He fit the tip of his erection to her entrance. “Wrap your legs around me, Mace,” he ordered, then pushed into her.

She stopped breathing as he filled her in one long, slow, toe-curling glide. He threw back his head, the tendons of his neck standing out, his body rigid as her sheath welcomed him. “God, Macy,” he groaned. “Good, so damn good. Missed you so damn much.”

She felt the mattress dip as he dug his knees into bedding, his hands planted on either side of her head. Desire ignited an inferno inside her as she watched him dance between being restraint and being unchained, between holding on and letting go, calling a similar response from her. She surrendered to it, surrendered to Raphael, to his mastery and his skill and his care, knowing that he’d catch her when she fell.

Keeping her gaze locked to his, she watched the passion play across his beautiful features, watched him bite his lip as he slowly withdrew and then just as slowly reentered her. He repeated the exquisite movement, stealing her breath each time. She wrapped her arms and legs tighter about him, moving against him, with him, cradling him with her body, giving him permission to let go. Let go he did, sinking down onto his elbows, molding his body to hers. He drove into her with sensual precision, speeding them both toward the peak of pleasure. Her orgasm ambushed her a heartbeat later. She came with a keening cry, caught up in a white-hot ecstasy that rocketed her up and out into a sea of transcendental delight. A heartbeat later Raphael shouted, slamming into her once, twice, three times before he came inside her still-spasming sheath.

* * *

Raphael had never come so hard or so long in his life. For a long moment he remained locked in place, hands tightly gripping the mattress as he pulsed deep inside Macy’s welcoming heat. The blissful expression she wore called to everything male in him, making him want to roar with satisfaction.

Shaken, he got up to get rid of the condom and clean himself up in the en suite bathroom. Wetting a washcloth, he returned to the bed to find Macy where he’d left her languidly sprawled in the center of the bed, eyes closed with a small smile curving her kiss-swollen lips.

Awed by her and her response, he tended to her. “Come back to me, angel,” he murmured, cradling her close. “Come on back now.”

She blinked at him, awareness returning slowly as she stretched like a kitten in his embrace. “Raphael,” she breathed, “that was … that was—”

“Mind-blowing. Incredible.” Unable to help himself, he kissed her softly, tasting her fully. “Beautiful.”

“Yeah. All of that.” She gave a soft laugh as she gazed up at him. “I think you killed me with orgasms. Pretty sure I heard angels singing at one point.”

“That was all you,” he said, turning them so she straddled his lap. “Music to my ears.”

She pressed a light kiss to his shoulder. “When can we do it again?”

His cock jerked at the thought of a repeat performance. “It’s still early yet. Do you think you’ll be up for more after dinner?”

“I don’t know. What about tomorrow?” she asked, then bit her bottom lip. “Will we have a tomorrow?”

Her uncertainty cut at him. He drew her closer, pressing his lips to the curve of her neck. “We’ll have tomorrow, and the day after, and the day after that.”

He knew he shouldn’t promise something he wasn’t sure he was capable of delivering. But if his surging dick was any indication, he hadn’t had his fill of Macy Lovelace yet. If he was honest with himself, he knew he never would. He and Macy had belonged to each other since they were twelve. She was his, and he’d be damned if he’d let her share this with any other man ever again.

“Okay,” she said, and for a moment he wondered if he’d claimed her aloud. But she dropped her gaze, her hands knotted together between them. “Before we go any further, there’s something that I need to tell you.”

“That sounds serious.”

She pulled away to look at him, the brilliant green of her eyes dull with worry. “It is.”

“Maybe we should go see what we can do about dinner. You can tell me while we’re eating.”

She slid off him, then padded over to the bathroom. After a moment, she returned, wearing a pale green robe that clung to her curves and had him hungry for other things besides food. Instead, he found his boxers, put them on, then followed her to the kitchen.

She directed him to her wine fridge, and he removed and uncorked a bottle of red while she busied herself with preparing the chicken marsala. Unease still slithered through him. What did she need to tell him that would cause her to be so nervous, and to make her avoid his gaze?

“Is there someone else?”

“What?”

“You said you hadn’t been with anyone since last year. That wasn’t true?” Not that it mattered. Anyone in her life right now besides him was on his way out of her life. He’d make sure of that.

“No. I mean yes.” She jumped when the microwave timer beeped. “I mean, there’s no one else. Not since last year, like I said.”

“Good.” He pressed a glass of wine into her hand. “Are you worried about being with me? I’ve always practiced safe sex. If you want me to give you a copy of my medical records, I will. I should have thought of that already.”

“Thank you for telling me, but no, I’m not thinking about that right now.” She took a gulp of her wine, then another before turning back to the cooktop. “Will you grab a couple of plates from that cabinet for me?”

“Sure.” He did as she directed, then watched her plate the chicken cutlets and vegetables. He carried the plates to the small dining set on the other side of the island while she grabbed the bottle of wine and their glasses before joining him.

As delicious as the food was, he was unable to find his appetite. Macy seemed to have the same problem, pushing bites of food around her plate instead of eating. Finally, he pushed his plate away. “Talk to me, Macy.”

She reached up a hand to close the lapels of her robe more securely. That she sought to shield herself from him told him clearly that he wouldn’t like whatever it was that she needed to tell him.

“Don’t back away from me now, Mace,” he demanded, reaching out to snag her hand. “Not after what we just shared. Okay?”

She stared at their hands, at his thumb brushing over the pulse point on her wrist. “O-okay.”

For a long moment, she remained silent. Then she drew in a lungful of air as if fortifying herself before looking up at him, her gaze sad and uncertain. “Do you know why I got on that plane to Paris?”

“Yes.” He brushed a fiery curl back from her forehead. “You wanted to study at the only Le Cordon Bleu that mattered. It was what you’d dreamed of doing since we were kids. You had to go.”

“That was the reason at the beginning,” she said in agreement. “That wasn’t the reason at the end.”

The gravity of the inflection in her tone and the heaviness of her gaze gave him pause. He had to ask the question, but a part of him already dreaded the answer. “Then why?”

She gave up all pretense of eating and ran her free hand down one pale thigh. Despite the pleasure they’d shared, or maybe because of it, his body hardened with need and want. He was in the process of reaching for her with the intent of hauling her into his lap when her soft words stopped him cold. “Because you didn’t want me.”

He opened his mouth to protest but she pinned him with that soul-deep gaze, the one that always saw through his bullshit. He knew then that nothing he’d done in the last week to woo her would be as important as what happened in the next few minutes.

“Macy,” he said, surprised when his voice cracked like it had when he was thirteen. “I wanted you. The problem was that I wanted you too much.”

“I know.” She nodded in understanding. “You may not remember, but I do.”

“Remember what?”

“How you swore that you’d never be like your father. That you’d never give your heart so completely to a woman that you’d lose yourself and your will to live without her.”

Ice slashed through his veins. He remembered shouting that late one night about three weeks after his father’s funeral. He hadn’t wanted to feel pain or grief, hadn’t wanted to feel anything other than Macy’s body wrapped around his. However, that night it had hit him. Though he’d been emotionally orphaned a decade earlier, the reality of losing his last family member had crashed down on him like an avalanche. Any hope he’d harbored that his father would shake off his lethargy and wake up and see him, see how much he’d needed him, had died along with the man.

“That was the night I realized it was over,” he told her in a tight voice. “Any dream I’d had of reconciling with my father, every deeply buried hope that he’d acknowledge me and show me some tiny scrap of fucking affection, died a brutal death that night.”

He tightened his grip on her hand. “My parents abandoned me because they loved each other so much there was nothing left over for their own son. I hated them both for that, but I hated him more because he had to know that I was hurting just as much as he was after Mom died. I hated that I could feel that much hate for someone who treated me with so much indifference.”

He reached out then, covering her hand on her knee with his own. “So you’re right when you say that I vowed to never be like my father. But you’re wrong—wholly and completely wrong—if you think I didn’t want you.”

Her gaze dropped to their hands. “Maybe you did,” she admitted, her voice a breath above a whisper. “I just don’t believe it was the same way I wanted you, especially when you didn’t ask me to stay. When we parted ways at the airport, it felt like … it felt like good-bye.”

He caught her chin with his free hand, tilting her head up so he could see her beautiful summer-green eyes. How had he ever thought he could stay away from her? “It wasn’t good-bye.”

“I know that. Now.”

“How did you feel about me, Macy?”

She shook her head, her flaming waves cascading down her back. “I-I’d rather not say,” she stammered out. “It was a long time ago.”

Unable to help himself, Raphael leaned forward, nuzzling the slender column of her neck, nibbling along her collarbone. “If it’s all in the past, then why not say? And if it’s something you think you could feel here and now, I want to hear it.”

Her chest rose and fell on a deep breath that captured all of his attention. “We’ve always been able to trust each other, Macy,” he whispered against the pulse beating wildly at the base of her throat. “We’ve always been safe with each other. You’ve trusted me with your hopes and dreams. You’ve trusted me with your body. Don’t you think you can trust me with your secrets too?”

Another deep breath, but this one sounded perilously close to a sob. He raised his head so that he could see her better. “Mace?”

To his absolute horror, she burst into tears.

He immediately hauled her onto his lap, caging her in his arms. “Don’t cry, sweetheart,” he crooned as he rocked her and ran a hand along her spine. “I didn’t mean to push you. You don’t have to tell me anything if you don’t want to.”

“I-I want to tell you,” she cried against his shoulder. “I need to tell you. I’ve been trying to all week, but I just couldn’t get the words out.”

“Tell me what, sweetheart?”

“What happened in Paris. Why I disappeared.”

Tension coiled in the pit of his stomach. Finally. The answer to the question he hadn’t dared asked though the need to know burned through him like bad whiskey. Recognizing that she was close to losing it again but needing to know, he pitched his voice as soft as he could. “What happened, Macy? Did someone hurt you?”

That someone would die, no matter how long it took for Raphael to hunt him down. He was sure he could get Gabriel to help.

“No,” she whispered. “No one hurt me in Paris.”

“Then why did you disappear?”

“I was pregnant!”

His mind and body froze with shock as her words hit him. “Pregnant?”

“Y-yes.”

Christ. He loosened his hold on her, staring blankly as she slid off his lap and to her feet. His heart thudded sluggishly in his chest as he struggled to make sense of her words. Macy, pregnant in Paris. That meant there was a chance that he’d been the one who’d gotten her pregnant, despite how careful they’d been. But she would have told him, wouldn’t she? She wouldn’t have kept something so world-changing from him.

His gut clenched. “Was I— Am I—”

“Yes,” she confessed, her voice thick with tears. “I found out about two months after I got there. I-I tried to reach you, but I couldn’t.”

Raphael stumbled to his feet with a groan, shoving his hands into his hair as pain and grief and guilt assaulted him. Macy had been alone and pregnant in Paris while he’d been running, shedding his responsibilities so he could get lost in Muay Thai. She’d been alone and hurting and trying to reach him, and he hadn’t been there for her.

“Wait. You couldn’t reach me? What do you mean, you couldn’t— God. Two months after you left, I turned the company back over to the interim CEO, sold the house, and disappeared into Thailand. But I went to Paris first. I couldn’t find you. I called your father, thinking you’d been abducted or something. He said you were fine, but you didn’t want to see me.”

Old anger stirred, anger he’d tried to bury for years. He’d needed her, needed to see someone who’d believed in him, who’d supported him unconditionally. But she hadn’t. She’d turned her back on him, and she’d been pregnant. With his child.

“You were carrying my baby, and you didn’t want to see me?” he roared. “You know how things were with my dad. How could you keep something like this from me?”

She flinched in the face of his anger, huddling in her robe. “I thought you didn’t want me. I tried to reach you when I found out. I tried your mobile phone but it was disconnected. I tried your old apartment and your father’s house.” She swallowed audibly. “I called JerTech, but no one there would give me any information on you, nor would they put me through to you. Finally I gave up. I thought … I thought you’d ordered them not to.”

His chest tightened. Was he a father? Had he been a father for the last eight years and hadn’t known? Had she given up their child for adoption and never intended to let him know?

Pain and anger seared his vision. It didn’t matter. He had money, he had resources. If his child were out there, he would move heaven and earth to find him. There was no way in hell he’d let a child of his think his birth parents had abandoned him.

He straightened, clamping his hands onto her biceps. For several heartbeats he had to focus only on breathing until he quelled the bitterness. “Where is he? What happened to our child?”

Another sob tore from her. “I lost the baby. I was in the hospital when you came to Paris.”

I lost the baby.

Pain blasted through his chest, followed swiftly by a dull roar that numbed his brain and dulled his senses. Dimly he was aware of jerking away from her, walking past her and heading for the bedroom, stumbling a bit as heat and cold and grief and rage all battled for domination inside him, desperate for an outlet. All he knew was that he had to get out before he exploded.

“Raphael.” Macy followed him, hovering in the doorway as he shoved into his clothes. “Talk to me. Don’t leave like this. Please.”

He ignored her tearful pleas because he had to. He couldn’t face her, couldn’t see her tears, couldn’t do anything but clamp down tight on everything that wanted to break him open and consume him alive. Somehow, he made it out of her condo, down the stairs, and to his car. It was only when he’d left the city in his rearview that he gave vent to the rage and grief drowning him, his roar of pain swallowed by the roar of the car’s engine.


CHAPTER SEVEN

“You know, we might be able to get the pop singer Karina to do a hometown benefit concert for the foundation,” Renata said. “I could probably lean on Sebastian to make that happen.”

“Hhm,” Macy nodded in agreement, though she was only half focused on her friend’s words.

“Of course, since I’m pregnant with Gabriel’s love child, asking Sebastian might not go over so well. I guess I’ll just ask whichever one of them survives their reenactment of the Thrilla in Manilla.”

“Okay.”

Renata slammed her notepad down onto the table, making Macy shriek in response. “God, Renata, you almost made me jump out of my skin! What’s wrong?”

Renata leveled a glare her way. “I could ask you the same thing. You haven’t paid attention to a single word I’ve said.”

“I’m sorry.” Macy looked down at her own notes for the Girls Up! Foundation’s Night of Stars gala fundraiser, but didn’t recognize any of the scrawling as anything remotely useable. “I-I’ve been a little out of sorts lately.”

“Out of sorts is one way to put it,” Renata observed. “Heartbroken seems to hit the nail on the head though. So can we cut through the bullshit and get to your telling me what happened so I can go kick Raphael’s ass?”

Macy laughed despite herself, exactly as Renata had no doubt intended—though she sounded completely serious. Once again, she was grateful that she’d reached out to the champion boxer when Renata had returned to New Orleans a few months back. Not only were her contributions to the foundation vitally important, she was also worth her weight in gold as a friend.

Renata gave her a stern look. “I know that after a whole week of dancing around the issue you finally had ‘dinner’ with Raphael a couple of nights ago. When I called you yesterday, you said you didn’t want to talk about it. And you sounded like hell. Now, I can only conclude that your night with Raphael was awful—in which case, we should totally hire his PR team, because the dude has a serious reputation as a sex god—or something else happened. I was a good girl and waited a whole other day, knowing I’d see you this afternoon, but I can’t go one more minute pretending everything is all right when you look so damn devastated. So spill it. What the hell did Raphael do?”

“He didn’t do anything.”

Renata folded her arms across her chest. “Somebody did something. You look like you’re about to burst into tears at any moment!”

“It’s not his fault,” Macy said, damning herself with an errant sniffle. “I messed up.”

Despite her best effort, tears pricked her eyes. God, three days and it still hurt as bad as when he’d walked out on her. “We had a beautiful night together, and then I ruined it.”

She gave Renata an abbreviated account of her night with Raphael, leaving out the more intimate details. “Then I had to tell him something. Something I’ve been holding inside for almost a decade.”

“What? That you love him?”

“No.” Macy shook her head. “He already knew that, he just refused to acknowledge it.”

Renata moved to sit beside her on the comfortable couch tucked into one corner of the home office she shared with her husband, former boxer and local billionaire Sebastian Delacroix. Macy knew the sprawling mansion in the ritzy and gated Audubon Place community had plenty of rooms that could have been converted for Renata’s office use, but the couple enjoyed each other so much they maximized the chance to be together whenever they could.

They had the office to themselves today, with Sebastian working in the DJD Holdings offices in Place St. Charles. Macy didn’t know where Raphael was, and she was too embarrassed over what had happened to ask Renata to ask Sebastian. She had the day off from her restaurants and in search of much-needed peace away from the public, had agreed to meet Renata at home.

“Macy.” Renata waited until she refocused. “What could you have possibly said to Raphael that would make him run out on you, especially after that amazing night you shared and a week rebuilding your relationship?”

Macy reached for the box of tissues on the low table. “Not only did I have to tell him that he’d gotten me pregnant before I left for Paris, I also had to tell him that I’d had a miscarriage a couple of months later.”

“Oh my God, Macy!” Renata gripped her hand. “You told him this now? He never knew? Why didn’t you tell him back then, when you needed his support?”

“I tried to reach him every way I knew, but I couldn’t,” she answered, dabbing at her eyes with the tissue. “When we parted back then, it felt permanent, and when I couldn’t reach him, I thought it was because he didn’t want anything to do with me anymore.”

She sighed shakily as she reached for a fresh tissue. “He told me a few days ago that he’d sold his childhood home, turned the company back over to the interim CEO with the intention to go to Thailand to study Muay Thai. But I’d thought that he’d deliberately cut me out of his life.”

“God.” Renata reached for her own tissue. “You guys are star-crossed. So when you told him this the other night—”

“It was like it had just happened for him.” Macy twisted the paper between her fingers. “I hurt him so badly, Renata. Even right after his father’s death I don’t think I saw him look so torn up, so grief stricken. He was angry, too. So very angry with me. I tried to get him to stay and talk to me. He just took off without a word as if he couldn’t bear to be in the same room with me. I haven’t heard from him since. He hasn’t acknowledged my texts or returned my phone calls. The only reason I know he’s not dead or injured is because it would have been all over the local news.”

“You know Bas and I would have told you in person if something had happened to him. I don’t know if this helps or not, but Bas told me that Raphael was up in Baton Rouge.”

“No, it doesn’t help. Baton Rouge isn’t some backwater without cell towers. He could have reached out to me if he wanted to, but he didn’t. I may have been wrong about him not wanting me all those years ago, but I think it’s painfully obvious now. He probably feels like I betrayed him.”

“Maybe he just needs some time,” her friend suggested. “That can’t be easy news to deal with.”

“I know.” While she was relieved she no longer had to bear the weight of her tragedy alone, she almost wished she hadn’t told Raphael. She shook her head. No, that wouldn’t have been fair to either of them. There was no way she could be in his life now and keep that kind of information from him. For better or worse, he’d needed to know. Now she just needed to live with the consequences. She just wasn’t sure that she could live without him again.

“You need to decide if you’re going to tough it out or walk away,” Renata told her. “What did you do when he got the news that his father had died?”

“Stayed by his side. It didn’t matter if he wanted me there or not. I went back home with him and was there for him. He needed me.”

Renata smiled at her. “And this is different how?”

Macy stared at her friend as the light bulb moment registered. “Do you automatically get the gift of wisdom when you get married?”

“Only if you get the stupid mistakes out of the way before you do the deed.”

“Apparently we’re still making mistakes,” Macy confessed. “This one may be too much for him to forgive.”

“You’ll do whatever it takes if you want it bad enough.” Renata sighed with mock resignation. “There are days when Bas drives me crazy, but I wouldn’t change a thing.”

“My ears are burning,” the man in question said as he entered the office. “I sure hope that means you were saying nice things about your saint of a husband.”

Macy didn’t hear Renata’s tart response. Her entire attention had been captured by the man who’d entered the room behind Sebastian.

“Hi, Macy,” Raphael said.

* * *

She’d been crying.

Raphael shoved his hands in his pockets, the only way he could stop himself from reaching for her. Macy’s tears had always hurt him, especially since he was usually the cause of them. As he certainly was now.

“Hello, Raphael.” She crossed her legs and folded her arms about herself, a defensive posture it hurt him to his soul to see. Her voice sounded tight, her expression pinched and wary as if it took all her will to keep her emotions under control.

He’d hurt her by walking out. He knew that, had known it the moment he’d gone for his clothes. Just as he knew he’d hurt her even more by not calling for the past three days. It had been necessary and it had killed him, but he’d needed time to process the news she’d given him, needed time to allow the emotional reaction to dissipate into something manageable. The one thing he did not want to do was take his emotional upheaval out on her. He’d hurt her enough.

“Hey, babe,” Renata called out to Sebastian when the uncomfortable silence stretched on far too long. “Why don’t we go see what Connie’s planning for dinner?”

“I want to stay and watch this,” Bas said, a wicked grin on his face. “Raphael Jerroult tongue-tied around a woman? It’s history in the making. Maybe I should post it to YouTube.”

“Bas,” Raphael said, never taking his eyes off Macy. “Remember your reaction when I met your lovely wife the first time?”

“Yeah,” his friend and business partner answered, a growl of menace seeping into the word. Bas hadn’t appreciated Raphael’s open admiration of Renata’s stunning assets when they’d met at a photoshoot for their Hard Knocks Athletics apparel line. Violence had been threatened.

“Yeah is exactly right. So fuck off.”

“Raffie!” Macy gasped, shocked.

Sebastian burst out with guffaws of laughter. “Message received loud and clear. Good luck, man.” He swooped down on his wife and scooped her up. “Come on, babe, let’s go check on dinner. Or maybe we could start with dessert?”

Raphael rolled his eyes as the female welterweight champion giggled like a teen at a boy- band concert and let her husband carry her out of the office. “Think they’re going to go upstairs and have sex?” he asked, hoping to lighten the tension.

Macy offered a tentative smile in return. “Probably. They’re still in the honeymoon phase.” Her smile faded. “You didn’t tell him what I did to you?”

“Did to me?” He frowned. Fuck, did she think that he blamed her for what had happened? “No. Guys don’t talk about stuff like that.”

She nodded, her nervous fingers shredding the tissue. “Renata told me you went to Baton Rouge. Back to JerTech?”

“Yeah, I did.” He ran a hand through his hair as he stepped farther into the room. “There were some issues at the old JerTech offices that required me to be on-site. I got back a couple of hours ago.”

Actually, he’d gone to track down everyone who’d been in the corporate office eight years ago, anyone who might have fielded and blocked Macy’s attempts to reach him. Those employees were now ex-employees and everyone at the executive level knew not to fuck around when it came to Macy Lovelace calling the office.

He wouldn’t tell her that if he could help it, just hoped that his response was enough. She nodded, seeming to accept his lame-ass explanation. “I’m sure you did what you had to do.”

“I did.” He sat down next to her on the sofa, nearly groaning out loud when she visibly tensed. “Macy—”

“You left your duffel bag at my place,” she said then, her voice almost nonexistent. She wrapped her arms around her waist and hunched over, a protective gesture that damn near broke his heart. “I … I figured you weren’t coming back, so I was going to just leave it here with Renata and Sebastian. It’s in my car.”

He stiffened in shock. “You thought I wasn’t coming back?”

“What else was I supposed to think?” she burst out. “You left, despite me begging you not to. I understand why but it still hurt. It still felt like the end.”

“It wasn’t good-bye.” Slowly he reached out to take her hand, expecting her to draw away. A tremble swept through her, but she didn’t reject him. Thank God. Somehow, he had to convince her that they could get through this, together.

“Come home with me.”


CHAPTER EIGHT

“Come home with me.”

It was his version of a request, one that sounded more like a demand. Yet Macy could see in the set of his shoulders, the carefully neutral expression, how much he wanted her to say yes. Perhaps he wanted to apologize for running out on her. She had dropped a verbal bomb on him; what was an eight-year-old pain to her was a fresh wound to him. He needed time to process it. She couldn’t expect him to recover in three days from what had taken her months to overcome.

Or maybe he just wanted privacy for when he explained why their reunion would be so short-lived.

Fine. She could handle that. She’d gotten over him when he’d walked out of her life once before. She’d pulled the tatters of her life back together, and she’d persevered. If he decided to pull the plug on their nascent relationship, she wasn’t going to beg him to change his mind. She would bounce back from this eventually. And when she did, she’d make sure he never got another chance to walk away and hurt her again.

“Okay. Let’s go.”

After gathering her things, she followed him out of the office to the great room. Sure enough, Renata and Sebastian were nowhere to be seen. They informed Connie that they wouldn’t be staying for dinner, then left.

Late-afternoon sunlight drenched the rich green lawn, promoting the promise of a cool evening. Raphael guided her toward a sleek black town car that sat at the end of the driveway. “Where’s your convertible?” she asked.

“In the garage,” he answered. “It’s easier to conduct business if I let someone else do the driving.”

He had a point, and she was relieved to know he hadn’t driven straight to Baton Rouge after leaving her condo. Still, that meant going to Baton Rouge without talking to her had been premeditated, not a spur-of-the-moment decision. He’d deliberately put distance between them again. It didn’t bode well for their relationship status.

The driver door opened, and a wall of a man who looked better suited to anchoring a defensive line than driving a car got out as they approached.

“This is Parker Reed,” Raphael said with a genuine smile. “He drives me around during the week and generally tries to keep me out of trouble. Parker, this is Macy Lovelace.”

The burly man shook her hand carefully, his hand easily twice the size of hers. “Pleased to finally meet you, Ms. Lovelace,” he said, a wide grin crinkling his face.

“Pleased to meet you, too, Mr. Reed,” she said in return, wondering about the “finally” part. Had Raphael talked to his driver about her, and if so, why? “I hope Raphael doesn’t make you work too hard, especially considering how much he loves getting into trouble.”

“Just call me Parker, ma’am. And it’s no trouble at all working for Mr. Jerroult.” He opened the rear door. “If you’ll give me your keys, I’ll make sure your MINI Cooper is safely delivered.”

“I can just follow along behind you,” she protested, not wanting to leave her beloved car behind.

Both men looked at her as if she’d lost her mind. “Macy, Parker can’t fit in your car,” Raphael said. “Nothing short of a zombie apocalypse would get me back in that thing, and even then I’d try outwalking the dead first.”

She settled her hands on her hips, appreciating the banter. “There’s nothing wrong with my car.”

“You’re right,” Raphael agreed. “Except that its first name is MINI. That doesn’t matter. What does matter is that Parker would give me all kinds of hell if I let you drive over by yourself.”

“That I would, ma’am,” the driver agreed. “That’s not how you treat a lady.”

“See? I’d never live it down.” Raphael took her hand. “One of our security guys will get your baby to my place or yours without a scratch. Promise.”

“All right.” He was being adorable, and she could never resist him when he was being adorable. She dug into her purse and handed the keys to Parker. “And if you call me ma’am one more time, I’m going to kick you in the shins. Not that you’d feel it.”

Parker’s solemn nod was marred by the smile he wore. “Of course, Ms. Lovelace.”

Raphael guided her into the car, then got in behind her. He laced his fingers with hers as Parker closed the door before getting back behind the wheel.

They rode in silence, which was just fine with her. She felt off balance, not sure if they were copacetic or not. His hand, entwined with hers, gave her a comfort she desperately needed. Tension arced through Raphael, and that kept her from thinking they were truly all right. Perhaps he was just putting on a show for Parker’s benefit.

“Did things not go well in Baton Rouge? Or are you still upset about … about other things,” she finished lamely, conscious of Parker sitting in the front seat.

“I’m not upset about that—at least, not in the way you think,” Raphael said. He lifted their joined hands to press a lingering kiss to her knuckles that went a long way in soothing the turmoil in her soul. “As for the trip to Baton Rouge, I had a little housecleaning to do.”

“What?”

“They kept you from me, Macy.” His voice hardened. “I didn’t drop completely off the grid. They knew how to reach me in the event of any sort of emergency. You absolutely qualify as an emergency and they damn well knew that, even then. No one at JerTech will make that mistake again.”

“Raffie, no.” Macy’s heart dropped. So that was how he’d dealt with the news she’d given him. To be honest, she’d been furious at being stonewalled when she’d called his office seeking information on his whereabouts—and that was when she’d believed his employees to be following his orders. But this? This was extreme.

He squeezed her fingers. “You probably think that was ruthless of me. It was, but I won’t apologize for it. No one comes between me and what I want. Not in business. And sure as hell not with you. They should be grateful I gave them severance pay.”

The car slowed to a stop. “We’re here, sir.”

Macy looked up to find that they’d driven into a courtyard behind a brick edifice the same color as the one she’d dropped him off at a week and a half ago. “This is the courtyard of your place?”

Raphael nodded. “All the furniture and accessories you helped me pick out have been delivered and set up. I thought you’d like to see your handiwork in person.”

Parker rounded the car to open the door and assist Macy out, Raphael following. She took in the parking pad with room for four cars, the courtyard and the two-story building beyond it, the cobbled driveway with an automatic wrought-iron gate at the street entrance. The private courtyard was a lush oasis, complete with a fountain splashing into a pond and a small pool with dark vegetation and a large tree framing it and providing a barrier to the property beyond. To its left was a glass-enclosed sunroom attached to the building proper.

“Thank you, Parker,” Raphael said as he guided her to the entry door. “Enjoy your evening.”

“Good night, sir. Ms. Lovelace.” Parker returned to the idling car, but waited until Raphael unlocked the door and disabled the alarm before easing back down the cobbled drive. She stepped into a travertine floor that led into a beautifully appointed kitchen with warm honey oak cabinets and stainless steel appliances. A large dining room and family room lay beyond.

“This floor has the kitchen and dining and entertainment areas as you can see. There’s also a half bath and a room I converted into a personal gym and added a changing room with sauna steamshower. I think the furniture we picked out fits well in here, don’t you?”

She gazed at the large entertainment area and the bright array of colors and fabrics that softened the edges of the natural brick but still gave the room an understated yet elegant air that would be perfect for entertaining friends or business associates. Raphael hadn’t added any personal touches yet.

“It does, but you still need to make it your own, add some personal stuff.”

“You’re right.” He looked around the room. “But this is the public space, so I don’t mind it too much. I think I did a better job upstairs. Come on.”

He guided her over to the wide refurbished staircase and let her precede him to the second floor. It opened into a slight alcove with a window overlooking the courtyard, filling the expansive hallway with plenty of natural light.

She spotted the first photo on the warm sand-colored wall. It was a picture of her, Raphael, and her brothers Josh and Eric covered in dirt. Though she and her brothers were beaming, only a ghost of a smile curved Raphael’s lips. If she remembered correctly, she’d just met him and his mother had died the month before.

“Oh my God, I remember this picture!” she exclaimed, her fingers lightly touching the frame. “We recruited you to play baseball with us so we’d have an even number. You sucked.”

“Royally.” He smiled, his gaze focused on the photo. “I had a ball I’d found in the bushes by the field at school, and I’d smuggle it out of the house to bounce it against the side of the garage so my father wouldn’t know. I didn’t know how to play catch with other people. You had to teach me.”

“You got the hang of it though, like you do with everything you set your mind to.” She tapped his too-solemn image. “You didn’t want to be in the picture, but I put you in a headlock and dragged you over so Dad could snap it.”

“When he said, ‘Let me get a photo of you kids,’ I assumed he meant just his children,” Raphael explained. “But my little firebrand would have none of it. You declared me your new best friend that day, solely because I made you look good by being so bad.”

“Did you keep the glove, too?” she asked, taking note of the contents in the shadowbox beside the photo. A ragged, well-used baseball glove rested inside, sized to fit a twelve-year-old’s hand.

“Your dad bought me that glove. It was the best gift ever. Until my thirteenth birthday.”

Another frame, another photo. She recognized the Lovelace family kitchen. All of them wore silly birthday hats and grins, even Raphael. In front of him was the gaudiest, most lopsided cake ever created.

A lump formed in her throat. “That was my first attempt at decorating a cake. I was in a rush, because you had mentioned on the way to school that your housekeeper had put chocolate chips in your pancakes and she only did that on your birthday. I wanted to give you something special, too. Josh and Eric teased me, but you acted like it was the best thing ever.”

“It was,” he said. “My first birthday cake.”

“I got better at it.” She had, because of him. Because she wanted him to always have a special treat to celebrate his birthday.

The walk down memory lane continued. Photo collages from homecoming and prom and high school graduation. Shadowboxes with his tassel, prom tickets. Photos of game nights at home and at college, then college graduation. And always, in every picture they were together. Inseparable.

By the time they made it to the master suite, Macy was in tears. There were more photos here, but they were different. Macy, sitting in front of a window, the sun setting her hair on fire. Lying on a blanket, her nose in a textbook. Making rabbit ears behind Raphael’s head as they split a plate of curry at Family Thai’s. On the nightstand a photo of her in bed, fast asleep with her hair spread out like a flag. It looked as if it had been taken on her last day with him.

Shocked, she turned to stare at him, openmouthed. “Raffie?”

He pulled open the nightstand drawer, pulled out a stack of paper. “I didn’t forget,” he told her, handing her a stack that she realized were letters. Her letters, addressed to him. “Who forgets the best moments of their life?”

The emotional dam broke. Sobbing, she threw her arms around his neck, holding on because she never wanted to let him go again. A shudder shook his large frame as he held her until her tears subsided.

He eased back slightly, his eyes shiny as he carefully brushed her tears away. “We’re going to come to an understanding, you and me. By the time this night is over, there will be no doubts between us. Come here.”

He took the letters from her, returning them to the nightstand. Silently he undressed her, kissing his way down her body as he did so, stripping away layers of uncertainty, pain, and anger. She stood bare and exposed to him, waiting. Wanting. Everything fell away, everything else was unnecessary except for this moment, her, him, and the emotions that had bound them together from the first day they’d met.”

“Raffie?”

“On your knees, sweetheart.”

Unsteady, she climbed onto the bed, bending down on her knees and elbows, exposing her intimate parts to him. Clothes rustled as he hurriedly undressed. She could feel the need welling between her thighs, the anticipation making her pant. Finally, the crinkle of a condom packet, then he climbed up behind her on the bed.

He used both hands to touch her, his fingers stroking over every inch of exposed skin, teasing her, cupping her, filling her. Each touch brought him back to her, her to him, reconnecting until his presence filled her senses.

He rested the blunt head of his cock against her opening, sending a jolt of want through her. “Do you want this?”

“You know I do.”

He stroked her, just the tip slipping into her slick folds. “Why?”

“Because I need it,” she gasped. “Because I need you.”

“But I abandoned you, Macy,” he said, his voice scraped raw. Another shallow stroke that made her whimper with frustration “Twice. Eight years ago I took off. Then three nights ago I did it again. I left you when you needed me most. When I should have been there for you, I wasn’t. That must have made you angry. Weren’t you angry?”

“Yes!” she cried, hot tears spilling free again. “I was furious with you!”

“You had a right to be. I deserved your anger. Hell, I deserve your hate. Do you hate me, Macy?”

“No!” She pushed back against him but he withdrew. She nearly howled. “I don’t hate you, Raphael. I can’t!”

“Why not?” he asked, his voice cracking. “You of all people should hate me, but you don’t. Why?”

“Because I love you,” she sobbed. “I’ve always loved you. But it hurts when you leave, Raffie. It hurts because I know you’re alone and you’re suffering but you act like you don’t need me.”

“I do need you,” he said, his voice gravel-rough. “So damn much it scares me. I need you to want me as much as I want you. I need you to want to be with me. But mostly I need you to forgive me. Forgive me for hurting you, forgive me for leaving you. Forgive me for taking too long to come back to you.”

“Raphael.” Tears flowed freely. She wanted to reach for him, wanted to take him in her arms, to hold him and never let him go. “I forgive you. And I do need you, so much. I need you now. I’ll always need you.”

“Thank you, my dear sweet Macy.” His fingers tightened on her hips. “I want you, Macy. I want you like this. Want to be inside you like this.”

“Yes!” she shouted, desperation making her impatient. “Now, Raffie. Now!”

He fit himself to her opening again, then entered her, a slow, measured progression that she felt every moment of.

When he bottomed out, he held still, hot and hard inside her, filling her completely. She had just enough time to draw a breath before he began to move, long searching glides, short circular strokes, rapid-fire pistoning all designed to throw her over the edge of pleasure. All the while he whispered to her, nonsense words, blunt words, sweet words that fired her senses and demanded her response. His name tore from her lips as passion and pleasure broke, shattering her.

Before she fully came down from the orgasmic high, he tumbled her onto her back, then entered her again. She watched the emotions play over his expression—sorrow, need, hunger, and something her heart wanted to believe was love. Her heart stuttered, stopped, then lurched into motion again as she fell completely and irrevocably in love with him again, a stronger, truer love than she’d had before. In that moment, she knew with certainty that Raphael was her one, her only. Her forever.

He began to move, long, slow strokes all the way out, then all the way back in. He shuddered as her inner muscles clamped down on him, his eyes sliding closed on a soft moan of her name as pleasure washed over him. She pulled him down against her, needing all of him touching her. His eyes fluttered open with the purest smile she’d ever seen on him, then he fused his mouth to hers.

It reminded her of when they were caught in a thunderstorm—electrifying, energizing, deluging. Gradually he quickened his pace, the deep strokes coming faster and faster as her body rocked for him and his sensual onslaught. With one hand about his waist, she thrust the other between their colliding bodies, spreading her fingers around him, her thumb rubbing her clit. He groaned in response, his movements wild, jerky, the precision strokes disintegrating into feral passion.

She tried to hold back, tried to delay her climax but she was too open, too needy, too ready for him. The second orgasm struck like a lightning bolt, hot and powerful and blinding. She screamed, body rigid, pleasure short-circuiting her senses. Raphael’s eyes flared neon blue as he went wild, growling as he drove into her, taking her with an intensity that was almost brutal. He came with a shout, flooding her womb and wringing another smaller climax from her.

They collapsed against each other, unable to move, to do more than breathe. “It never was good-bye. It won’t ever be good-bye.”

“No,” she managed to say. “It’s perfect.”


CHAPTER NINE

“I have to go to Choux tomorrow, but not until mid-morning,” Macy said, settling back against a pile of pillows with a satisfied sigh. After a decadent interlude in Raphael’s oversized shower, they had headed downstairs to raid the kitchen. They’d made a picnic of fruits, deli cuts, and cheeses before returning the master suite, spreading their haul out atop the cerulean blue coverlet. “Do you think Parker will have my car here by then? I’ll need to go home for a change of clothes.”

“Knowing Parker, your car’s already outside,” Raphael told her, disposing of the scavenged tray on the mahogany dresser. “You can ride in with me, or Parker will come back for you. As for a change of clothes, I bought a few things for you and stored them in the closet. Lingerie, too.”

Her mouth dropped open. “You bought me clothes?”

At his nod, she jumped up and sprinted to the far end of the room and the walk-in closet that was the size of her living room and kitchen combined. One side held a swath of suits and dress shirts with racks of shoes and built-in drawers for more casual wear. In the middle sat two low-slung padded benches upholstered in ivory fabric shot through with gold, two gold-framed floor mirrors in front of them. The other side of the closet was just as full—with dresses, skirts, blouses, and trousers in her favorite colors, as well as shoes and purses and a couple of laptop bags in supple leather. She pulled open a set of drawers that matched the ones on his side and found piles of lingerie. It was all brand-new, tags still attached—and all in her size.

“Raffie! This isn’t just a few things!” she exclaimed, touched. “How did you know my size?”

He grinned at her from the bed. “I asked Renata to peek for me. I hope she didn’t spill the beans to Sebastian. Dude’s got enough on me as it is.”

She owed Renata, she just wasn’t sure what. “I still don’t believe it,” she said, surveying the wet dream of a closet. “When did you have time to do this?”

“When it comes to you, I make the time.”

“Buying an entire wardrobe for me is more than a little something, but I know better than to say no.” She returned to the bed. “But I have to say, that was a pretty ballsy move. Unless you do this for all the girls.”

His smile slipped away. “You know I wasn’t a monk when I was without you,” he said, his voice and expression grave as he sat up, the bright white Egyptian cotton sheets pooling at his waist, contrasting with the smooth muscular expanse of his tanned skin. “The women I slept with were all about the glamorous lifestyle, the travel, the attention, and yes, the trinkets I could give them. I didn’t put thought into what they’d like. I didn’t know their favorite colors. And it didn’t matter if they liked their baubles or not. Everything I do for you matters. What you think, how you react, matters. Everything about you matters. It’s always mattered.”

She sat beside him, reaching out to touch his cheek. “I believe you, and I’m sorry for saying that. But what would you have done if we hadn’t gotten together?”

“Convinced you,” he answered. “I was prepared to do whatever it took to have you back in my life.”

“You’ve got me now,” she dared to say. “I hope you realize you’re stuck with me.”

“I hope so.” Caution filled his eyes. “It’s not going to be easy, being with me.”

“You mean unless I let you have your way all the time?”

“No.” His brilliant blue eyes darkened with concern. “We’ve probably got a week before news of us dating hits the media. You’ve seen what happened with Bas and Renata.”

Oh yes, she’d seen the frenzy all right. The only peace Renata had was in one of Macy’s restaurants or at home. She couldn’t go anywhere without security. “Come on, Raffie. All the attention Renata’s gotten is because she’s a champion boxer who just won a title in Vegas. Her marriage to Sebastian just added to the craze. They made a good story—lovers finally reunited.”

“And so are we.” He took her hand. “I haven’t been shy about my personal life before, so they won’t expect me to be now. It won’t take too much trouble for them to spin a tale of high school sweethearts reuniting. Somebody might even unearth our prom pictures.”

“Oh God.” She covered her face with her hands. “I had clown hair in high school!”

“You were beautiful, Macy,” he said seriously. “I’ll do everything in my power to insulate you from the majority of the craziness, but you need to be prepared. You need to decide if it’s too much for you.”

She bit her bottom lip. “Is that why you want me to ride in with you instead of driving myself?”

He nodded. “I’m going to assign Parker to you. He’s been with me for years, and I trust him implicitly. He’s saved my neck a few times.”

Tightness seized her chest. “Have you been in danger?”

“Macy.” He pulled her close. “I’ve had my share of stalkers. There were a few attempted kidnappings, but that’s why we have security teams. I’m sure Sebastian assigned people to Renata as soon as she moved in with him. I’ve had someone on you since last week. Don’t argue. I was planning to introduce you to them officially tomorrow, but since you and Parker seemed to hit it off so well, I’ll worry less if you’re with him.”

She tried to wrap her mind around everything he told her. One part of her was thrilled that he wanted them to be together, that he already considered them a couple despite the rough patch they’d hit. The other part wasn’t sure she was ready to deal with even half the hassle that Renata had endured so far. “So this is for your peace of mind?”

“Absolutely. You’re on my mind all the time as it is. I would rather those be pleasant thoughts instead of worrying about what could happen to you because I didn’t see to your protection. There’s the added bonus that a security detail can run interference with any media.”

“Do you think they’ll try to dig into my past?” she asked, twirling the sash to her robe around her fingers. “Into my time in Paris?”

“They shouldn’t. If we act like there’s nothing to hide, they won’t have a reason to go digging. We can have DJD’s public relations team issue a press release on our behalf. Is there anything other than the … pregnancy that I should know about your time there?”

“No.” They hadn’t talked about his reaction to the miscarriage. She wanted to ask him if he was still angry with her. She wanted to know if he had forgiven her. She wanted to know, but was too afraid to ask.

“Good.” He gave her a quick kiss. “It’s late. We should get some sleep.”

“Okay.” Deflated, she pulled off her robe, then slipped beneath the covers, seeking the warmth of Raphael’s large body. He switched off the light on his nightstand, pulled her close, then turned her so that he spooned her, one large hand splayed across her abdomen.

This was the first time she’d attempted to sleep beside Raphael in nearly a decade. The rightness of it almost brought tears to her eyes. It was as if time had never passed, they’d never been apart and she’d been sure of his need for her. Time had passed though, and they had been apart. During that time, she’d changed. He had to have changed, too.

“Would you have kept it?”

His soft question startled her out of her anxiety-ridden restlessness. “What?”

“Our baby.” He stopped stroking her belly and tensed behind her. “Would you have kept it, even though it was mine?”

She could hear the pain in his voice, pain he tried not to reveal, and it slashed her deep. She’d been with him through the worst moments of his life. Now, she was bound and determined to be there for the best moments. To do for him what he’d done for her.

She sat up, pushed him onto his back, then turned the light on. He’d blanked his expression into careful neutrality. He sucked in a deep breath as she straddled him, tension filling his body, but he otherwise remained silent. She gazed down at him, wordlessly pleading with him to trust her, to put himself into her care as she’d done for him. For a long electric moment, he just stared up at her. Then he smiled a smile that smoothed the jagged edges of her emotions and encouraged her to continue.

She reached down, gathered his hands in hers. Curling her fingers around his, she brought his hands to her cheeks, then slid them down her throat to her chest, her rib cage, then stopped when his hands rested on her belly. “I’d asked you if you were still upset about that, but you said it wasn’t in the way I thought. But you are upset, aren’t you?”

“Macy …” His voice was low with warning.

Leaning forward, she wrapped her fingers around his wrists, her hair a fiery curtain framing their faces. “Are you upset that you didn’t know about the pregnancy or upset about the miscarriage? Or are you upset that I didn’t tell you, that you wouldn’t have known if we hadn’t run into each other?”

“Upset?” A low laugh vibrated through him. “Babe, I am way past upset. I am one hundred percent completely pissed off. About all of it.”

Her heart sank. “Of course you are. You have every right to be.” She moved to slide off him.

He raised his hips in a sharp gesture, pitching her forward, their lips a breath apart. “Pissed at myself, Macy, not at you. I thought quitting you cold turkey was the only way to let you go. I cut you off and left you to suffer alone, and that’s why I’m pissed at myself. You say you’ve forgiven me, but it’s going to be a long time before I forgive myself.”

Cradling his beard-roughened cheeks in her palms, she gave him a gentle kiss. “I have forgiven you, there’s no ‘say’ about it. I need you to try to forgive yourself, though.”

He breathed deep, turning his cheek so that her hair brushed against his skin. “I’ll try. For you.”

She kissed him again because she couldn’t be that close to him and his beautiful mouth without kissing him. He’d promised to try and she’d hold him to that, but she was far from done.

“Ask me again,” she demanded, her voice low. She slid backward, her buttocks pressing into his groin.

He groaned, shifting restlessly, trying to move her where he wanted her. “Ask you what?”

“The question you asked me a few minutes ago. Ask me again.”

A spark lit the depths of his sea-blue eyes but she couldn’t discern the emotion behind it. “Would you have kept our child or given it up for adoption?”

That wasn’t the full question, but she decided to answer him anyway. “I wanted to keep it, to love it and raise it. But I was by myself in France, and you … I don’t think I would have been able to support us both during those first couple of years, but I would have tried.”

She ran her fingernails down his chest, making him hiss. “Now tell me what you meant by the second part.”

“The second part of what?”

“You know what I mean.” She lifted up enough so that his cock, engorged and ready, could stretch up his pelvis toward his navel. Lowering herself, she rested her opening along the length of his erection, her outer lips flanking his hardness. “Say it.”

He grit his teeth, a growl emanating from between his lips. His fingers curled around the red braid on his wrist. “Despite the fact that I was the father, would you have kept our child?”

“That baby was a part of you, a part of us,” she whispered past the urge to sob. “I wouldn’t have given it up unless I had no other options. Why would you think that?”

“Because you were alone. Because you thought I’d abandoned you.” His muscles bunched beneath her as his hands curled into fists. “I did abandon you. Are you telling me you wouldn’t have given our child up for adoption?”

“Out of anger or some twisted need to get back at you?” She shook her head, sending her riot of red curls flying. “That baby was my last tie to you—the only tie I had left. No, I would not have given him up. I would have called my father for help, fought tooth and nail, done any and everything to keep our baby.”

“Had I known, I wouldn’t have left you alone.” His eyes burned with conviction. “I would have done the right thing. I would be there for my child.”

Tears blurred her vision as his words stabbed at her. “You are not your father, Raphael. You would be a better dad than he could have imagined.”

“How do you know?” he asked, his voice stark. “I don’t know shit about being a father. The only example of fatherhood I had was your dad.”

“You know what not to do. You know to be there for your child. You know not to give up and check out because you know how much a child needs its parent. You know what that feels like and you’d do everything in your power not to let it happen to another child.”

“I’d try,” he said, his voice as tightly coiled as his muscles. “I’d do anything for my child. Our child.”

“I don’t want anything else between us, Raffie,” she said, her voice shaking. “I need to know that you forgive me, that you’re not still angry with me.”

“Sweetheart, I’m not,” he said, settling his hands on her waist. “I can’t forgive you because there’s nothing to forgive.”

“Are you sure?”

“I’m sure.” He reached up to cup her cheek. “Don’t cry, sweetheart. Those beautiful eyes should never see tears.”

“Then don’t leave me again,” she choked out. “Don’t take off because you think it’s better for me or you’re doing me a favor or protecting me. You’re not. Being without you hurts.”

“Macy.” He dragged her down, crushing her against his chest as he took her mouth in a savage kiss. She snaked her hands into his hair, kissing him back with equal intensity, putting all her love and hope and fears into the clash of lips and teeth and tongue.

“Ride me, Macy,” he demanded, lifting his hips for emphasis. “Guide me home and make me yours. Drown me in sunset.”

She did, sinking down on him in slow increments. He cupped her breasts, teasing her rosy nipples to full. Resting her hands on his chest, she began to ride him, rocking back and forth.

“You’re mine, and I’m yours,” he said then, dropping his hands to her waist to aid her movements.

“Mine. Yours,” she agreed, increasing her pace, her hair swinging around them.

He took over as he usually did, thrusting his hips up, impaling her repeatedly. “You’re moving in with me or I’m moving in with you, but every night we’ll be together.”

“Yes.” Passion slicked her core, her need for him growing, filling her entire being.

“And every morning I’ll wake up to your hair shining in the sunlight and know that I’m the richest man in the world.”

“Yes!” She threw her head back and screamed as orgasm broke over her, tightening her body, clamping her inner muscles down on him. He thrust up once, twice, three times more, then came with a hoarse shout, his fingers digging into her hip bones and he flooded her womb.

Wrung out, she collapsed against him, conscious of the sweat pooling between them. “We’re going to need another shower,” she murmured, her lips brushing his chest.

“Later,” he grunted, folding her into his arms and keeping her in place as he continued to pulse so sweetly inside her. “Right now, I need this.”

“Yes.” Her eyes slid closed as she basked in the sense of rightness, of connection, of being where she was meant to be, when she was meant to be.


CHAPTER TEN

Raphael stood in the center of the ballroom with Sebastian and Gabriel as they celebrated the official relocation of DJD Holdings, Inc. Most of the state’s and all of the city’s wheelers, dealers, and officials had shown up to eat their hors d’oeuvres, drink their booze, and press them for information on their business plans. The cream of the society crop had also descended en masse, with their single daughters in tow.

“You’re not going to get a moment’s peace, you know,” Raphael remarked to Gabriel as they paused for yet another photo opportunity. “The last of the Lost Boys to be claimed.”

“Claim, my ass. I don’t do virgins or marriage-minded women. If the society ladies callously throw their daughters at me, the blame’s on them,” the dark-haired man said, his predatory gaze roving over the circle of women on their periphery. “Besides, you’re not married yet. Even that doesn’t seem to be much of a deterrent, considering the amount of women eyeing Sebastian here like he’s a prime cut of beef.”

“If they want to make the mistake of thinking Renata’s harmless, then they’re foolish twice over,” Sebastian said with a satisfied grin. “She’ll set them straight.”

Just then a symphony patron stole Sebastian away and inserted him into a group of about five women ranging from ingénue to elderly. “I think Renata’s enjoying watching Sebastian squirm before she goes to rescue him.”

“It’s kinda like watching an elephant dance around a bunch of mice.” Gabriel’s expression hardened and a pair of women on direct approach made an immediate about-face.

“Impressive. You’re gonna have to teach me that.” Raphael knew Gabriel had always been the bad boy, the rebel, the troublemaker, even as a teen. His reputation kept all but the most adventurous away, and his scowl usually took care of the rest.

“Impossible. No one’s gonna believe that face hides a devil.”

“True. Guess I’ll have to see if my girl will run interference for me.” He nodded toward Macy, chatting excitedly with Renata at the far end of the ballroom. Dressed in a bright teal dress with a fitted top and flowing skirt, she outshone every other woman in the room.

Gabriel broke into his thoughts. “So, you and Macy Lovelace, huh?”

“Yeah.” Raphael glanced over at her again. She attracted far too much male attention for his peace of mind, but Parker and his team ran skillful, unobtrusive interference, keeping the overzealous at bay.

“Aren’t you full of surprises,” his business partner said, a knowing smile on his face. “Though I gotta say, she doesn’t seem like your type. But now that I think about it, usually anything in a skirt is your type.”

“Very funny, fuck face.” He swallowed a mouthful of whiskey. “Macy’s my only type. I’ve known her since we were twelve. This has been a long time coming.”

“It’s that serious already?”

“Yeah. We’ve spent enough time apart.”

He could barely stand to spend even a workday without her, and the media focus on her after news of their relationship became public knowledge two weeks ago made him edgy. He was grateful they’d gone to her father in Baton Rouge and told him about their relationship before the story broke. Mr. Lovelace’s opinion meant the world to him, and the fact that he’d given his blessing was an honor Raphael vowed he’d never betray.

Unfortunately, the news had also brought out a few scorned women, including his most recent ex, Courtney McDaniel, a swimsuit model based in Miami. The woman had constantly called his offices, filled his voice mail with increasingly vitriolic messages, and generally made herself an inconvenience. He didn’t think the she would come to New Orleans, but he’d alerted his security team just in case. He had too many friends and acquaintances in the sports world who’d shared horror stories about stalkers and gold diggers to not be cautious. When it came to Macy, safe was infinitely better than sorry.

“Looks like Renata finally rescued our boy from his cougar fan club,” Gabriel said, drawing Raphael’s attention to Sebastian, who had his wife securely tucked in by his side.

“Good for him.” He looked for Macy, but couldn’t find that familiar flash of flaming hair in the sea of people. He looked for Parker, who should have stood head and shoulders above the crowd, but didn’t see him, either.

“Go find your woman,” Gabriel said. “She’s probably in the ladies’ room. I’ve got some hunting of my own to do.”

He melted into the throng, and Raphael pulled out his phone to send a text to Parker. Where is she?

Ladies’ room. West corner, near the stairs.

Raphael made a beeline for the west corner of the ballroom, eager to get to Macy. The party was officially a success but now he was ready to get Macy home, strip her bare, and make her his forever.

He didn’t count on the statuesque blonde in a black dress throwing herself into his arms, planting a kiss on him as Macy exited the ladies’ room.

* * *

Macy wondered how she’d react if she was ever confronted with one of Raphael’s supermodel exes. She’d expected anger. What she felt was cold amusement instead.

He pushed the blonde away. “Macy, let me explain—”

“You’re not the one who needs to explain.” She turned her focus to the blonde standing too close to Raphael, a triumphant smile on her face. “I’m assuming you’re one of Raphael’s former … friends.”

“Not former.” The blonde tossed her hair back. “I’m his current girlfriend.”

“You’re mistaken,” Macy said calmly. “Everyone knows that Raphael Jerroult doesn’t do girlfriends.”

“You’re the one who’s mistaken. Raphael loves me.” Courtney turned to him. “Tell her she’s wrong. Tell her you love me!”

“No.” The look Raphael gave her could have frozen flames. “I don’t love you, Courtney. You know that. You don’t love me, either.”

Courtney’s face twisted with rage. “You love her? Her?”

“Yes.” A smile lit Raphael’s face, a smile that warmed every corner of Macy’s heart. She knew he loved her, knew it with every caress, every thoughtful gesture and token he gave her.

“What’s so special about her?” Courtney demanded.

“She sees me,” Raphael said softly. “She always has. It’s why I belong to her.”

“You bitch!” Courtney screeched, reaching into her purse as she advanced on Macy. “I won’t let you have him!”

Macy didn’t stop to think. She spun on her left foot, delivering a roundhouse kick with her right that sent the blond woman flying—right into Parker’s arms. The security team hustled her away before she could tell if the other woman was unconscious or not.

“God, I didn’t mean to kick her so hard. Who knew those kickboxing classes I took would come in handy? Is she all right? Where is he taking her?”

“I don’t give a damn.” Raphael held her at arm’s length, his expression hard with fear and anger. “Are you hurt?”

“No, I—”

He crushed her against his chest, squeezing the air from her lungs. “She could have killed you!”

“But she didn’t.”

“She had a gun in her purse, Macy. I should have stopped her. I should have got in the way.” He shuddered. “I finally understand what my father went through. I love you too much to live without you. I won’t.”

“Stop.” She pushed free of him enough to take his left hand, curling her fingers around the cord on his wrist. “Do you really expect me to stand by and watch you get hurt for me?”

“Yes!” he roared. “Damn you, yes!”

“So it would be all right for me to live without you, but not all right for you to live without me? You think I could do that? You think I would want to, knowing you sacrificed yourself for me?”

His eyes slid closed on a groan. “Macy.”

“Let’s promise each other, right here and right now, that we’re going to live. Live for each other. Promise me.”

For a long moment he remained silent, his body tight with tension. “All right.”

“Let’s deal with this and then go home, okay?”

“Hell, yes. Then you can tell me when you perfected that roundhouse.”

Hours later, they lay beside each other in a tangle of sheets and limbs. Reaching over, she untied the scarlet cord around his wrist, then brushed her lips over his pulse point. “I can think of a better ornament for this hand.”

He blew out a breath, then relaxed, smiling at her. “Something round and platinum?”

“That sounds about right.”

“If I have to wear something like that, then it stands to reason that you need something, too, something that shows the world that you’re mine.” He grinned, then reached into his nightstand drawer, and extracted a small box. “Do you think this will do for now?”

Her breath caught in her throat as she looked down at the flawless multifaceted diamond set in a platinum diamond-studded antique band. Something about it was familiar.

He knelt in front of her, holding the ring between them. “Macy Lovelace, life began the day you put me in a headlock and made me take a picture with your family. I’ve been your friend and I’ve been your lover. Now I want to be your husband. Will you marry me?”

“Do I still get to be your friend and your lover?”

“Always.”

“Then yes, I’ll absolutely marry you.”

“Good.” He slipped the ring on her finger, then gave her a kiss that left no doubt as to his need for her.

She came up for air, dazed, flushed, staring down at her new engagement ring. “You know I’d swear I saw this ring somewhere before.”

He pulled her close, his features open, relaxed and full of love. “When we visited your father, I asked his permission to marry you. He gave me his blessing, and your mother’s ring.”

“Oh.” Tears fractured her vision as she realized what Raphael had done for her, had been doing all along—giving her proof of his love for her. “Raffie, what you do for me, big things and small, makes me a very lucky woman.”

“Then it’s a good thing you agreed to marry the luckiest man alive.”
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